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In South Africa, telecommunication companies have been spearheading the big data 
phenomenon by adopting wireless access technologies. These technologies and 
networked sensors that are physically embedded on devices such as smart phones, 
computers and laptops that are connected to digital networks have increased the 
amount of data generated by South African telecommunication companies. Despite 
being custodians of large sums of data telecommunication companies seem to be 
facing persistent communication challenges.  The overall aim of this study was to 
explore Big Data use for strategic communication at selected South African 
telecommunication companies. The study explored the extent to which South African 
telecommunication companies use big data for intentional, deliberate and purposive 
communication to reach their set goals in non-linear relationships and complex 
interactions that evolve dynamically over time. The qualitative research approach was 
adopted to answer questions around what, why and how communication professionals 
use big data by soliciting individual strategic communication practitioners’ opinions, 
experiences and feelings on using big data at their respective telecommunication 
companies. This study utilised snowball sampling to obtain a purposive sample of six 
senior strategic communication practitioners working in the south African 
telecommunication sector to provide answers to the overall research aim which  is; to 
explore the use of big data for strategic communication at selected South African 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 
1.1 PREVIEW 
This chapter provides an overview of the study which is aiming to explore big data use 
for strategic communication purposes at selected South African telecommunication 
companies. The chapter briefly discusses the background, research problem, research 
aim and objectives, literature, theoretical framework and exposition of the study. 
1.2 BACKGROUND AND INTRODUCTION 
The technological developments in the 21st century have spurred global transformation 
that has subsequently ushered in a new era popularly known as the Fourth Industrial 
Revolution (4IR). The term 4IR is used to describe the complex collection of 
technologies and capabilities in digital technology that is transforming the manner in 
which businesses are operating in every industry in numerous countries (Xing and 
Marwala, 2017). The emergent of the 4IR has increased the availability of data to 
companies or individuals seeking to make decisions on the basis of the collected 
information (Idea Group Inclusive, 2016). Broadly, these enormous amounts of data are 
known as big data. 
Currently, big data is indiscriminately sweeping through world economies. As a result, it 
has ushered in an era of advanced adoption of technology to capture value. This 
development has led telecommunication companies to produce large amounts of 
consumer data using networked sensors that are physically embedded on devices such 
as smartphones, computers and laptops connected to digital networks (McKinsey, 
2011). 
The 2019 Africa Report highlighted that, at the centre of the big data phenomenon in 
Africa is the telecommunication sector that has connected 960 million people on the 
continent (Walker and Brown, 2019). In South Africa, telecommunication companies 
have been on the lead spearheading the big data phenomenon by adopting wireless 
access technologies from 2G, 3G, 4G and recently 5G. These technologies and the 
proliferation of smart devices have increased the number of users and the amount of 
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data generated by South African telecommunication companies.  However, this 
development has increased the companies’ operational challenges as variables that 
impact purposeful communication practices have become overwhelmingly complex 
(Blackwell, 2018:327). 
The South African telecommunication sector comprises of four major telecommunication 
companies; Vodacom, MTN, Cell C and Telkom. These companies have 43.2 million, 
40 million, 17.2 million and 9.7 million active subscribers respectively (Statistics South 
Africa, 2019). These companies combined, contributed R187 billion to South Africa’s 
Gross Domestic Product (GDP) and employed 61 757 people in 2019 (Independent 
Communication Authority South Africa, 2019). This indicates that the telecommunication 
sector is a major player that significantly contributes to the South African economy. 
1.3 RESEARCH PROBLEM 
By operational nature, telecommunications companies have the unique advantage of 
being in constant contact with their customers via their mobile devices (Jokonya, 2015). 
Given this leverage, telecommunication companies have great potential to collect 
enormous information regarding their customers. These large volumes of data collected 
in various forms by telecommunication companies can radically transform the 
telecommunications sector if utilised to perform communication activities. The use of big 
data for strategic communication purposes can provide telecommunication companies 
with a greater value of hidden knowledge and valuable insights that can potentially 
create growth opportunities. It has been proven that companies that adopt big data to 
understand customer preference and anticipate future behaviour, can personalise 
customer interactions, improve customer satisfaction and increase their profit margins 
(Harris, 2013). 
In the telecommunication sector, big data is regarded as a source of innovative 
products, services and business opportunities (Gunther, Mehrizi, Huysman and 
Feldburg, 2017). Therefore its adoption for strategic communication creates value for 
telecommunication companies as it enables Strategic Communication Practitioners 
(SCPs) to extract meaningful insights that are necessary for decision-making and 
strategic goal achievement (Gregory and  Halff, 2020). 
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There is a lot of big data available in the South African telecommunications sector but 
its application for strategic communication is not evident (Walker and Brown, 2019). This 
has led South African telecommunication companies to face challenges to maximise the 
big data in executing their daily strategic communication activities (Smart, 2015: 48). 
Bastu˘g, Bennis, Zeydan, Kader, Karatepe, Salih and Debbah (2015: 11) state that 
there are formidable challenges associated with handling large-scale data sets due to 
the sheer volume and dimensionality of the data. To that end, it is vital to explore how 
South African telecommunication companies are using big data for intentional, 
deliberate and purposive communication to reach their set goals (Blackwell, 2018). 
This study contributes to the limited body of knowledge in the fields of strategic 
communication and big data by introducing the concepts, outlining opportunities, 
potential problems, identifying current perceptions and their application in the 
telecommunications sector.  
1.4 RESEARCH AIM AND OBJECTIVES 
1.4.1 Research aim 
This study aims to explore Big Data use for strategic communication purposes at 
selected South African telecommunication companies. In order to achieve this aim, the 
subsequent objectives are set. 
1.4.2 Research objectives 
1. To explore the extent to which strategic communication practitioners understand the 
concept of big data. 
2. To investigate the assumptions that are influencing the adoption of the big data by 
strategic communication practitioners in the telecommunication sector.   
3. To identify opportunities available for using big data for strategic communication in 
the telecommunication sector. 




The use of big data can be viewed as an all-encompassing management technique that 
has a significant influence on strategic communication practices in future (Wiesenberg, 
Zerfass and Moreno, 2017). Since its emergence, big data has become a tremendous 
asset that enables companies to win the battle for customers and create new revenue 
streams (Holtzhausen and Zerfass, 2014). However, research indicates that most 
consumers of goods and services view the collection of their information as an invasion 
of privacy (Wiencierz and Rottger, 2018). There is also strong evidence that big data 
plays a critical role to national economies by increasing productivity and 
competitiveness of companies (McKinsey, 2014). Chivandire, Botha and Mouton (2019) 
concur that the use of big data can improve an organisations’ ability to draw meaningful 
insights to understand their customers better. This implies that telecommunication 
companies with accurate data sets have the advantage to gain intimate knowledge of 
target audiences which could subsequently lead to dynamic hyper-personalisation of 
messages and stories, channel delivery, and timing (WE Brand Motion, 2015). The 
substantiated argument is that purposeful use of big data avails powerful insights to 
broadly understand stakeholders and find the best way to communicate with them 
(Wiesenberg et al. 2017). 
Holtzhausen and Zerfass (2014) suggests that at the epi-centre of big data use for 
strategic communication purposes are strategic communication practitioners whose 
fiduciary role is to oversee how emerging technologies and new advances, such as big 
data, are used and applied in their work and that of the clients they advise, whether they 
be internal or external. This validates O’Connor and Shumate’s (2018) argument that 
the use of big data for strategic communication purposes is a practice that emerges 
from different departments of the organisation fuelled by the activities of strategic 
communication practitioners. The arguments by these scholars highlight the central role 
of strategic communication practitioners vis-à-vis the use of big data for strategic 
communication purposes. As suggested by McKinsey (2011) it is therefore pertinent to 
understand how strategic communication practitioners are adapting and aligning their 
operations with big data to achieve their organisational goals.  
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Strategic communication is responsible for facilitating conversations between the 
organisation and stakeholders, therefore, the ethical use of big data will enable strategic 
communication practitioners to engage the right people with the right message at the 
right time (Wiesenberg et al. 2017). However, the adoption of big data for strategic 
communication can also pose challenges to strategic communication practice. To that 
end, it is important for this study to explore the extent to which strategic communication 
practitioners practising in the South African telecommunication sector are utilisation big 
data to perform strategic communication functions for research reflects that strategic 
communication practitioners have an essential part to play in how emerging 
technologies and new advances, such as big data, are used and applied in their 
organisations (Wiencierz and Rottger, 2018). 
Wiesenberg et al. (2017) suggest that the hallmark of using big data for strategic 
communication is to collect unique and comprehensive datasets of people’s actions and 
behaviour, to purposefully micro-target communication to those specific people. 
O’Connor and Shumate (2018) elaborate that using big data for strategic 
communication purposes provides opportunities for strategic communication 
practitioners to acquire comprehensive insights that are essential for performing their 
communication duties.  
Key concepts relevant to this study are presented in Table 1 below. 
Table 1: Key concepts 
Key Concepts Definition 
Big data Big data refers to the collection, analysis, and execution of 
insights obtained from huge amounts of data to enhance 
customer engagement and improve marketing results (Arthur, 
2013: 48). 
Big data analytics 
 
 Big data analytics is a process of applying algorithms to 
analyse large data sets to extract relationships, hidden 






Strategic communication is intentional, deliberate and 
purposive communication that a communication practitioner 
enacts in the public sphere on behalf of a communicative 
entity to reach set goals (Holtzhausen and Zerfass, 2014). 
Telecommunication Telecommunication is the distant transfer of meaningful 
information from one location (sender, transmitter, or source) 
to a second location (the receiver or destination (Gokhale, 
2005: 2). The South African telecommunication sector 
comprises of four major companies Vodacom, MTN, Cell C 
and Telkom. 
Source: Own development 
1.6 STUDY THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 
The fast-changing environment and complex issues such as those arising from the 
adoption of technology have led telecommunications companies to be unpredictable 
complex systems that change over time (Blackwell, 2018: 328). In pursuit of the 
objective of this study, the researcher will adopt complexity theory as the meta-
theoretical framework to explore how strategic communication practitioners use big data 
to perform their daily strategic communication functions (Levy, 2015). Complexity theory 
alludes to the state between deterministic order and randomness that is complex and 
far from equilibrium (Blackwell, 2018). The aim of the complexity theory is to identify 
patterns and combinations of conditions and reveal how their synergistic effects lead to 
specific outcomes (Mikalefa, Bourab, Lekakosb and Krogstiea, 2019). 
1.7 RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 
This is a qualitative research that aims to explore the extent to which communication 
practitioners in the telecommunication sector use big data for strategic communication 
purposes. The researcher adopts the interpretive approach and inductive analysis as 
research designs and reasoning to find patterns and meaning in this study.  
The snowball sampling technique is applied to select qualified people for this enquiry 
because in the telecommunication sector strategic communication practitioners are 
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difficult to identify and due to lockdown during the Covid-19 pandemic forced most 
communication employees to work remotely from home. The researcher initially selects 
two strategic communication practitioners and they are asked to recommend more 
participants suitable in this study. Six strategic communication practitioners are 
recruited from selected South African telecommunication companies. 
This study employs in-depth semi-structured interviews as data collection instruments 
because they provide this study with an opportunity to explore a deeper understanding 
of big data usage for strategic communications purposes in the telecommunications 
industry. The interview recordings are transcribed verbatim into word-processed 
documents. Thematic analysis guided by Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six data analysis 
procedures is used to analyse data in this study.  
 
For a study to be deemed trustworthy it should be designed in a manner which ensures 
credibility, transferability, dependability and confirmability. This study will achieve 
trustworthiness by applying rigour during the collection and analysis of data, and 
presentation of the results by providing a thorough description of every stage, by 
assuring the authenticity of the participants, and by providing a wholesome description 
of the collected data (Benecke, 2019). 
 
Throughout this study, the research will strictly observe ethical principles of voluntary 
participation, anonymity and confidentiality. 
1.8 EXPOSITION OF THE STUDY 
Chapter 1: Introduction and orientation to the study  
This chapter introduce and provide an in-depth orientation to the study. The chapter 
discusses the background of the study, aim and objectives, key literature and brief 
overview of the research methodology. 
Chapter 2: Literature review  
The second chapter details prior and present literature on big data use for strategic 
communication in the telecommunication sector. Throughout this chapter, the focus is 
on strategic communication and big data. This chapter also discusses; the theoretical 
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framework, the evolution and characteristics of big data, its usage for strategic 
communication, the South Africa telecommunication sector, big data analytics and 
analysis tools, use of big data for strategic communication and big data challenges for 
the telecommunication sector. 
Chapter 3: Research methodology 
This third chapter explores the research design and methodology applied to this study 
by focusing on the research paradigm, research design, population and sampling, data 
collection and handling, data analysis, credibility and trustworthiness of the data as well 
as the ethical considerations considered in this study.  
Chapter 4: Findings and discussion  
This chapter presents and discusses the findings of the use of big data for strategic 
communication at selected South African telecommunication companies. The findings 
are presented and the discussion unfolds while syncing with the available literature.  
Chapter 5: Conclusion and recommendations 
This chapter discusses the conclusions drawn from the findings and subsequently make 
recommendations in offering better ways on which telecommunication companies can 




CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 
2.1 INTRODUCTION 
The purpose of this chapter is to present a review of prior and present literature about 
big data broadly and its use for strategic communication within the context of the 
telecommunication sector. This chapter provides a theoretical overview of definitions, 
characteristics and classification of central research concepts on big data and its 
relevance to strategic communication. The central concepts are presented from a 
complexity theory approach and aim to promote an understanding of big data and its 
use in strategic communication to achieve purposeful communication which is based on 
meaningful decisions. The discussion includes the evolution and characteristics of big 
data, the South African telecommunication sector, big data analytics and analysis tools 
used in the telecommunication sector, big data use for strategic communication and big 
data challenges in the telecommunication sector.  
2.2  STRATEGIC COMMUNICATION 
Since its inception, the term strategic communication has been defined differently. Due 
to postmodern thinking that promotes multiplicity of organisational realities and 
pluralistic multiple-perspectives view, the field does not require a generally accepted 
definition of strategic communication. Holtzhausen (2007) defines strategic 
communication as communicating purposefully to advance the organisation’s mission. 
For Sewestianiuk and Voitovic (2013), strategic communication is an informational 
resource for building persuasive, discursive, as well as relational communication to 
achieve the organisational mission. The arguments by Holtzhausen (2007); 
Sewestianiuk and Voitovic (2013) suggest that communication activities ought to be 
intentional, deliberate and purposive to be considered strategic. However, it is worth 
noting that in their arguments the scholars failed to acknowledge the stewardship role 
played by communication practitioners in ensuring the attainment of organisational 
goals (O’Connor and Shumate, 2018). The stewardship role of facilitating conversations 
between the organisation and stakeholders should be highlighted for it puts into focus 
the critical role of strategic communication practitioners to the attainment of 
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organisational goals. Holtzhausen and Zerfass (2014) propose a broader and more 
holistic view in that strategic communication is intentional, deliberate and purposive 
communication that a communication practitioner enacts in the public sphere on behalf 
of a communicative entity to reach set goals. This definition incorporates an emergent 
description of the role of strategic communication practitioners and how communication 
practices or activities ought to be in order to be considered strategic. 
Telecommunication companies offer a wide range of communication services, including 
mobile voice, messaging, data, financial and converged services to consumers (Walker 
and Brown, 2019). The telecommunication sector’s ability to adopt new technologies 
and the need to be agile and adapt continuously has led telecommunications 
companies to be unpredictable complex systems that consist of networks of rich 
interactions that change over time (Werder, Nothhaft, Verčič and Zerfass, 2018). In this 
instance, the scholars suggests that implementing strategic communication activities in 
a complex sector increase complexities given that strategic communication also 
involves various complexities that are a result of the multidisciplinary nature of the field 
(Overton-de Klerk and Verwey, 2013). The strategic communication complexities lie in 
the nature of the interactions; they are nonlinear (Blackwell, 2018). Strategic 
communication is regarded as multi-disciplinary because its activities integrates and 
extends ideas and issues grounded in various traditional communications disciplines 
such as marketing, corporate communication and public relations (Werder et al. 2018). 
The various traditional communication disciplines that are integrated by strategic 
communication are bound by similar purposes, objectives and strategies. They are 
differentiated primarily by their tactics and the changes in the organisational 
environment often caused by the convergence of media and stakeholder demands 
(Hallahan, Holtzhausen, van Ruler, Verčič and Sriramesh, 2007).  
The multidisciplinary perspective of strategic communication highlights how 
organisations combine various traditional communication fields to present and promote 
themselves through the intentional activities of their communication practitioners. 
Therefore, Strategic Communication Practitioners (SCPs) need to know what the 
complexities are in order to be true to the definition and own purpose in the field. To that 
end, it is within the scope of this study to explore the big data use for strategic 
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communication purposes at selected South African telecommunication companies given 
that there is big data but its application is not that evident in the South African 
telecommunications sector.  
2.2.1 Theoretical perspective 
This study is underpinned on the theoretical groundings of complexity theory. The 
complexity theory draws on concepts from varied disciplines and it alludes to the state 
between deterministic order and randomness that is complex and far from equilibrium 
(Blackwell, 2018) Complexity theory dwells on unpredictability, complexity and 
predisposition for an order and views organisations as complex adaptive systems that 
self-organise and evolve to become better suited to their environments (Manson, 2001).  
The complexity theory has its origins in chaos and network theories. Chaos theory is 
concerned with systems in which the recursive application of nonlinear deterministic 
functions can give rise to apparent random behaviour and subtle patterns. Network 
theory investigates properties of a network of codes where the state of each code is a 
function of its connection with other codes. In this study complexity theory is used as an 
umbrella concept that combines both chaos and network theories to explore the 
dynamics involved in big data use for strategic communication purposes at selected 
South African telecommunication companies.  
The complexity theory was adopted as the meta-theoretical framework instead of the 
systems theory. The systems theory is a conceptual framework based on the principle 
that the component parts of a system can best be understood in the context of the 
relationships with each other and with other systems, rather than in isolation (Wilkinson, 
2011). Considering that the telecommunications sector is a multi-faceted and constantly 
changing environment, systems theory would not fully examine the diverse and complex 
interactions that happen between the telecommunication companies and their 
stakeholders as the theory perceives organisational interactions to be linear. 
While the systems theory is relevant for studying the use of big data for strategic 
communication purposes at selected South African telecommunication companies, the 
confirmatory analysis used by the theory does not resonate with the exploratory aim of 
this study. The aim of this study aligns more with the lens of complexity theory because 
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strategic communication as a discipline is characterised by complexities and 
uncertainties (Overton-de Klerk and Verwey, 2013). Strategic communication embraces 
complexity theory given that it is a postmodern and multi-disciplinary field that spans all 
organisational endeavours and activities (Verwey, 2015). The multi-disciplinary and 
postmodernism approach to strategic communication encourages SCPs to become 
boundary spanners that link the organisation with diverse stakeholders in a network of 
relationships, thus providing for the possibility or the emergence of greater complexity 
(Blackwell, 2018).   
 
To this study, complexity theory provides a framework for exploring in a holistic manner 
the use of big data for strategic communication purposes at selected telecommunication 
companies as the theory offers an approach to the strategic management of 
communication during times of great change and transformation as that being 
experienced in the South African telecommunications sector.   
2.3  BIG DATA 
Mahlangu (2017) perceives that ‘big data’ has become a ubiquitous term considering its 
shared origin in academia, industry and the media. This means big data is currently 
found in every sector worldwide because the academia, industry and the media are 
promoting the adoption of the concept in every sector (Mahlangu, 2017). At present, the 
importance of big data has been generally recognised even though there is a degree of 
uncertainty on its definition. The uncertainty is not only noticeable in defining the 
concept but also in identifying its key drivers. McKinsey (2011) states that big data 
phenomenon is a product of widespread use of mobile products and the Internet of 
Things (IoT) related concepts. According to Holtzhausen (2015:13), big data originates 
from “datafication" which is a process of ordering a phenomenon "in a quantified" 
composition to organise and analyse it. These ambiguities have made it impossible to 
find a consistent definition of the concept. 
The big data means different things to different people, organisations and industries 
given that it is used for different purposes in various disciplines. In the marketing field, 
big data is understood as high volume, velocity and variety information assets used for 
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analysing cost-effective demand, innovative forms of information processing to enhance 
insights extraction and decision making (Amado, Cortezo, Rita and Moro, 2017). The 
public relations discipline understand big data as technologies and tools used to 
generate, store, manage and analyse large heterogeneous amounts of structured and 
unstructured data, such as customer data, user comments or audiovisual data with 
different formats, structures and semantics systematically in high speed (Wiencierz and 
Rottger, 2019). In strategic communication, big data entails the collection of vast 
quantities of data through the use of algorithms to better track individual behaviour of 
stakeholders as they relate to communication activities of the organisation (Wiencierz 
and Rottger, 2018).  
Zerfass and Holtzhausen (2015) describe big data as huge volumes and streams of 
different forms of data from diverse internal and external sources and their constant 
processing. These scholars state in no uncertain terms that big data is large quantities 
of data that originate from various sources and processed at a tremendous speed. 
Zerfass and Holtzhausen (2015) describe big data using “three Vs”: volume, variety and 
veracity. Furthermore Gunther et al. (2017) describe big data as huge volumes of 
extensive varied data that are generated, captured and processed at high velocity. The 
arguments presented thus far indicate that there is concurrence to describe big data 
using the magnitude component of data: an enormous amount of data, the speed at 
which it is generated and extent of formats and representations used.  
While Zerfass and Holtzhausen (2015) and Gunther et al. (2017) used “three Vs” to 
describe big data, Wamba, Akter, Edwards and Chopin (2015), define big data as a 
holistic approach to manage, process and analyse five Vs (volume, variety, velocity, 
veracity and value)  to create actionable insights for sustained value delivery, measuring 
performance and establishing competitive advantages. Wamba et al. (2017) added two 
more dimensions to describe big data and went further to state the functions of the 
concept to highlight the benefits associated with using big data. Although differences of 
opinion on the definition of big data still exist, there appears to be some agreement that 
big data is best defined using the notion of “Vs.” The definitions discussed here all 
encompass at least three of the five Vs. Combined, these definitions suggest that big 
data refers to the collection, analysis, and execution of insights obtained from massive 
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amounts of data to enhance customer engagement and improve communication results 
(Arthur, 2013: 48). This suggested definition of big data is illustrated in  
 
Figure 1.  
 
Figure 1: Illustration of the big data definition 
 
Source: Own development 
 
2.4  EVOLUTION OF BIG DATA 
In a critical analysis of the impact of artificial intelligence on business, Skilton and 
Hovsepian (2018) pointed out that in the history of industrial revolution and information 
generation, the first two industrial revolutions considerably improved production 
efficiency by enabling people to work effectively using mechanical and electrical energy. 
This development instigated the digital revolution popularly known as the third industrial 
revolution that expedited digitisation of information and pervasive computing. In the third 
revolution, there was an explosion of information which ushered in the information 
technology era which promoted industrial up-scaling of telecommunications 
infrastructure. Harris (2013) substantiate that the third industrial revolution led to the 
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inception of the internet which availed search engines, social media and connected 
mobile devices which helped spread information globally.  
The convergence of innovative technologies in the 21st century spurred global 
transformation that subsequently ushered in a new era popularly known as the 4IR. The 
term 4IR refers to the combination of several major innovations in digital technology.   
Hafez (2016) argues that the 4IR led to the development of Artificial Intelligence (AI) 
technologies. AI is the ability of a computer or a computer-enabled robotic system to 
process information and produce outcomes like the thought process of human beings in 
learning, decision-making and problem-solving (Doorsamy, Paul and Marwala, 2020). In 
essence, the hallmark of AI in the telecommunication sector involves the use of 
intelligent machines to perform tasks previously thought to rely solely on human 
experience, creativity, and ingenuity (United Nations, 2018: 38). 
With specific reference to the telecommunication sector, the 4IR has presented an 
exponential growth in the amount of data available to individual telecommunication 
companies looking to make decisions based on given or collected information. This 
phenomenon of generating data at a tremendous speed is referred to herein as big data 
(Hashem, Anuar and Mokhtar, 2014).  
2.5 CHARACTERISTICS OF BIG DATA 
Various scholars have broadly characterised big data using three dimensions; volume, 
velocity and variety (Labrinidis and Jagadish, 2012; Ward and Barker, 2013; Lee, 2017; 
Mahlangu, 2017; Wang, Wei, Zhan and Sun, 2017). The volume dimension of big data 
is often used to refer to the enormous amount of data that either requires large storage 
space or means large amounts of records (Wamba et al. 2015). Velocity tends to 
represent two aspects; the speed of growth and the speed of transfer of data 
(Chauhann, 2016) with variety used to refer to the diversity of data available (Walker 
and Brown, 2019).  
As the concept of big data evolved, additional dimensions of the concept emerged 
which include veracity and value. Veracity entails the quality and provenance of 
received data (Chen, 2016). While value refers to the worthiness of the insights that 
would be generated from the collected data (Wamba et al. 2015). 
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2.6  THE SOUTH AFRICAN TELECOMMUNICATION SECTOR 
The South African telecommunications sector is a critical part of South Africa’s modern 
lifestyles and has a significant influence on the growth of the country’s economy as it 
strengthens productivity levels. The context of the South African telecommunication 
sector is provided below because this study is conducted at selected 
telecommunications companies in South Africa.  
The South African telecommunications sector provides voice, data, fixed and mobile 
telecommunication services to the consumers (Walker and Brown, 2019). According to 
StatSA, (2020: 14) there are approximately 58.78 million active mobile devices in South 
Africa. As such, telecommunication companies have the leverage to be always in 
contact with their subscribers through mobile devices (Jokonya, 2015). The introduction 
of smartphones in the sector has drastically influenced the mobile technology usage 
behaviour of consumers. Consumers now demand better products and service. 
Meaning that telecommunication companies should find new innovative products and 
services to generate revenues (Wang, 2017). As a result, the South African 
telecommunication sector has experienced exponential growth of products and 
services.  
Driven by Information and Communication Technology (ICT) the sector has become 
one of the highly competitive sectors caused by liberalisation and subsequent entry of 
different players in the market, customer demands and ever-changing expectations. 
Such developments in the sector have substantially changed how other sectors do their 
businesses (Walker and Brown, 2019). Based on its intermediary role in the operations 
of other sectors, the South African telecommunication sector has become a critical 
contributor to the growth of the national economy. According to Chivandire, et al. 
(2019), the South African telecommunications sector contributes to the national 
economy through tax, creation of employment and investor attraction. 
The South African telecommunication sector is made up of four major companies;  
The first one is Vodacom Group Limited a telecommunication company in South Africa 
that is owned by Vodafone. It offers quite a range of telecommunications products and 
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services. Vodacom Group Limited has approximately 41.3 million customers in South 
Africa (Vodacom Group Limited, 2020). According to Vodacom Group (2020: 11), 71% 
of the South African population is connected to the Vodacom Group network.  
Second is MTN Group Limited a privately owned telecommunications company that 
specialises in both fixed and mobile telecommunication services. The company 
operates in various countries in Africa, Asia and the Middle East. World-wide, an 
estimated 232.5 million users are subscribed to MTN Group Limited (MTN 2020: 14). 
MTN SA has over 30 million subscribers connected to its network. Approximately 52% 
of the South African population is subscribed to MTN SA (MTN Group Limited, 2020).  
Cell C is the third company and is a South African telecommunication company that 
offers a wide range of products and services, including voice, data and messaging, and 
roaming services to more than 16 million business and personal customers across 
South Africa. Cell C’s network covers approximately 28% of South Africa’s population 
(Cell C, 2020).  
The fourth one is Telkom SA Limited a South African-based telecommunication 
company that specialises on both fixed lines and mobile telecommunications products 
and services. Telkom SA Limited has 9.7 million active subscribers on its network in 
South Africa. According to Telkom, (2020), 17% of South Africans are subscribed to 
Telkom SA network.  
2.7 BIG DATA ANALYTICS IN THE TELECOMMUNICATION SECTOR 
Globally, the telecommunication sector is seen as a static market (Chen, 2016). This 
means telecommunication companies are faced with two contrary situations where 
static and innovating markets are combined (Walker and Brown, 2019). Therefore, to 
remain competitive and profitable, telecommunication companies rely on big data 
analytics because the value of big data lies in large scale analysis of data, not just 
collection, and the combination of multiple datasets (Gregory and Halff, 2020). Big data 
analytics entails the use of technologies to analyse a voluminous amount of data to 
extract meaningful insights. Big data analytics can offer organisations a real opportunity 
to broadly understand how they are performing in the market if appropriately 
implemented. In the telecommunication sector, big data analytics can provide critical 
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insights necessary to execute strategic communication activities. As such, it is within the 
scope of this study to explore the extent to which South African telecommunication 
companies are adopting big data analytics to perform strategic communication functions 
to achieve their organisational missions. The next section discusses the 
telecommunication sector big data analysis framework to illustrate how 
telecommunication companies institute big data analytics as adopted from Chen (2016). 
 
Figure 2: Telecommunication sector big data analytics framework 
 
Source: Chen (2016: 02) 
 
Figure 2 shows the telecommunication sector big data analytics framework. The big data 
analytics focuses on three prominent big data categories: resource, service, and 
customer, categorised as infrastructure and product as well as operations categories. 
This indicates that for analysis purposes the collected data is categorised according to 
the relevance of the data. The prominent categories for data analysis in the 
telecommunication sector are discussed in the next section. 
 
The resource layer activities focus on network build-out, planning, and monitoring. It is 
essential for telecommunication operators to always monitor how the network is 
19 
 
performing to assure smooth operations. Big data analytics at this layer supports 
network management initiatives (Chen, 2016).  
The service layer focuses on activities related to the provision of user services (voice, 
data and video). In this layer telecommunication companies embark on proactive 
monitoring and reactive diagnostics. Their focus here is to use data such as usage-
pattern data to identify fraudulent activities or sell data to organisations that intend to 
use data to engage potential customers.  
The customer layer primarily focuses on Customer Relationship Management (CRM). In 
this layer, user enquiries data is analysed to ensure user satisfaction. Upon completion 
of data analysis, telecommunication operators use big data in this layer to recommend 
products and services to specific users based on various demographic attributes.  
While Chen, (2016) model provides a useful framework for big data analysis in the 
telecommunication sector, the framework does not offer provisions to analyse the role of 
strategic communication practitioners in the metrics of organisational communication. 
As custodians of all communication activities, strategic communication practitioners are 
critical players in the attainment of organisational goals. It is therefore imperative for 
Chen (2016) data analysis framework to provide a model for analysing the extent to 
which strategic communication practitioners use big data to perform their roles to attain 
their organisational goals.  
2.7.1  Big data analysis tools in the telecommunication sector  
Big data analysis tools are technologies used to process and analyse data to gain 
valuable insights that support the organisation's overall mission (Bertei, Marchi and 
Buoncristiani, 2015). Presently, in the market, various big data analysis tools are used 
to harness useful insights necessary for improving organisational performance. Hadoop, 
Python, Apache and R Language are the commonly used big data analytics tools in the 
telecommunication sector (Ravichandran, 2017).  
2.7.1.1   Hadoop  
Hadoop is a big data analytics software that is written in Java language which can 
analyse and process huge data sets (Ravichandran, 2017). Hadoop permits the 
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distribution and processing of huge amounts of data over a group of computers, among 
other benefits such as cost effective storage and graph processing (Sauldziunas and 
Skyrius, 2017). As such, it is regarded as a big data bandwagon roller in the 
telecommunications industry. 
2.7.1.2   Python 
Python is the most dynamic, interpreted, high-level, general-purpose programming 
language (Naganathan, 2018). The programming language is an excellent data analysis 
tool that is often used by telecommunication companies to build data-centric 
applications for data analysis and interactive exploratory computing and data 
visualisation (McKinney, 2013).  
2.7.1.3   Apache 
Similar to Hadoop, Apache is a powerful big data analytics tool that is essentially used 
by telecommunication operators to process large data sets (Sauldziunas and Skyrius, 
2017). Generally, Apache data analytics comes in three different categories which are; 
Apache Spark, Apache Strom and Apache Cassandra. 
Apache Spark is a big data analytics tool that offers 80-high level operators which 
makes it easy to build parallel applications (Naganathan, 2018). The most important 
features of Apache Spark are; i) it processes data faster than any other traditional big 
data analytics tools, ii) it can hold both batch data and real-time data (Sauldziunas and 
Skyrius, 2017). In light of the above-stated reasons, the Apache Spark has been 
frequently used in the telecommunication sector. 
Apache Strom is a free, open-source, real-time and fault-tolerant big data computation 
system that supports any programming language. 
Apache Cassandra is a big data analytics tool that is mainly used to process large sets 
of structured data across servers (Naganathan, 2018). Hence, Apache Cassandra has 





2.7.1.4   R language 
R language is an open-source programming language which is used to efficiently 
analyse large volumes of data (Sauldziunas and Skyrius, 2017). The structural 
components of R Language consist of algorithms that are designed to handle high-level 
data analytics functions such as parallelisation, data retrieval, and high-end statistical 
graphics representations (Naganathan, 2018). Compared to other big data analytics 
tools, R Language analyses data more facile and simpler because it is packed with 
various data analysis tools.  
2.8 BIG DATA USE IN THE TELECOMMUNICATION SECTOR  
The emergent of next-generation mobile networks, smartphones and social media has 
availed great opportunities for many organisations to generate data to optimise 
operations and drive operational business intelligence to realise immediate business 
opportunities. However, this has led to an increase in the amount of data not only in the 
telecommunication sector but in various other sectors. This phenomenon has led many 
telecommunication companies to battle for insights from voluminous data they generate 
from their large base of customers (Agajo, Onyebuchi, Okhaifoh and Okpe, 2015). 
Bhadami and Jothimani, (2016) classifies big data in the telecommunication sector into 
four categories: (i) Call Detail Records (CDRs), (ii) Extended Detail Records (XDRs)         
(iii) Network data and (iv) Customer data.   
Firstly, Call Detail Records (CDRs) refers to a collection of information on calls made by 
customers on a network (Hafez, 2016). CDRs data can also include messaging data 
and any other official communications transmissions. Secondly, Extended Detail 
Records (XDRs) is captured data of other transactions such as mobile payments, 
purchases, and downloads of songs and videos. XDR is mostly used to identify most 
used telecommunication services besides call services. Thirdly, network data is real-
time data about errors and status of the network (Fox et al. 2013). The purpose of 
network data is to support network management activities. Finally, Customer data is 
data that is gathered from the customer's personal information (Hafez, 2016). In South 
Africa, telecommunication companies obtain their customer data directly from 
customers when they purchase products such as mobile phones, Subscriber 
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Identification Module (SIM) cards given that Regulation of Interception of 
Communications-Related information Act (RICA) law requires consumers to provide 
telecommunication operators with personal details for their sim-cards to be registered 
and activated.  
Wiesenberg et al. (2017) state that the use of big data for strategic communication has 
potential in enabling telecommunication companies to make effective decision-making, 
building network of relationships, managing complex interactions, stakeholder micro-
targeting, communication measurement, evaluation and churn analysis. 
2.8.1  Management of diverse stakeholders 
Telecommunication companies have seen an increase in the number of stakeholders. 
These stakeholders require different services from telecommunication companies. 
Holtzhausen (2011) argues that big data has increasingly become an essential tool for 
managing diverse stakeholders that telecommunication companies engage daily. 
Telecommunication companies use big data to identify company-related topics and 
how, when and where key stakeholders search for information about the organisation 
(Zerfass, Verčič and Wiesenberg, 2016). Largely, this enables telecommunication 
companies to effectively implement communication strategies that promote healthy 
communication with their stakeholders (Wienciez and Rottger, 2018). Thus, meaning 
that big data provide opportunities for organisations to identify new insights necessary 
to predict trends that may generate new ways of effectively communicating within and 
outside the organisation. 
2.8.2  Stakeholder micro-targeting 
Companies that have access to stakeholder data have the advantage to generate rich 
insights because intimate knowledge of target audiences leads to dynamic hyper-
personalisation of messages and stories, the channel of delivery, and timing (United 
Nations e-Government 2018: 43). Thus, showing that the adoption of big data for 
strategic communication makes purposeful communication more effective and capable 
of responding to the different demands of the target audience (Wiesenberg et al. 2017). 
The usage of big data in the telecommunication sector enables telecommunication 
companies to target the right people with the right message through the correct 
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channels. In essence, one may suppose that big data makes it possible for 
telecommunication companies to create “Insight Engines.” “Insight Engines” are data 
sets of individual stakeholders’ behaviour and preferences. Subsequently, these 
insights are used to design specific messages that suit the stakeholders’ persona to 
enhance the attainment of organisational goals (Zerfass et al. 2016).  
2.8.3 Management of complex interactions 
Big data has increasingly become an essential tool for managing complex interactions 
that happen between organisations and their key stakeholders. In most cases, big data 
is used to analyse conversations that take place on all communication channels to 
identify key influencers who support opinions and topics that are consistent with a 
specific organisation’s missions (Holtzhausen et al. 2015). Often, telecommunication 
companies use big data to identify company-related topics on social media platforms 
(Zerfass et al. 2016). Big data provides opportunities for organisations to manage 
complex interactions that happen within and outside their network.   
2.8.4  Communication measurement and evaluation  
Effective communication strategy implementation requires organisations to regularly 
measure and evaluate their communication activities (McNamara, 2015). Using big data 
to implement, communication measurement and evaluation entails measuring the 
effectiveness of communication activities executed by a particular telecommunication 
organisation. This enables companies to understand whether their intended goals were 
met or not. Therefore, through big data, telecommunication companies are capable of 
understanding the impact of their communication strategies about the overall 
organisational goals (Hallahan, 2007). 
2.8.5  Decision-making 
Currently, communication practitioners, regardless of their skills or the level at which 
they are involved, they are constantly experiencing opportunities and challenges that 
need to be addressed and decisions that need to be made. The emergent of big data in 
the telecommunication sector has enabled strategic communication practitioners to 
make real-time data-enriched decisions by aggregating and cross-referencing large 
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datasets (Yang and Kang, 2015). Therefore, big data has revolutionised decision 
making processes in the telecommunication sector by affording strategic communication 
practitioners opportunities to acquire richer, deeper and more accurate insights about 
their stakeholders to make evidence-based decisions rather than from intuition 
(Wienciez and Rottger, 2018). Furthermore, big data has helped strategic 
communication practitioners in the accuracy and speed of decision-making.  
2.8.6 Churn analysis 
The process of a customer terminating their service with a company is referred to as 
churn (Njenga, Wanja, Mohamed and Angaga, 2012). The telecommunication sector 
has the highest churn rate when compared to other sectors (Chen, 2016). This is 
caused by various reasons such as cost of services and innovative competition. 
Adopting big data for churn analysis enables telecommunication companies to predict 
the possibility that particular subscribers may terminate their service and provide them 
with insights into the reasons the users may leave. When big data is properly used to 
implement churn analysis it also indicates in advance issues that users could 
experience in the future. Broadly, big data use for churn analysis can enable 
telecommunication companies to monitor the users’ quality of experience for them to 
resolve problems that could be encountered by consumers before they happen. 
2.8.7 Automated communication 
Automation is the result of technological developments facilitated by advances in big 
data, cloud computing, and machine learning (Xing and Marwala, 2017). 
Implementation of big data automated communication in the telecommunication sector 
involves the use of bots for customer queries and real-time or programmatic advertising 
(Wiencierz and Rottger, 2019). Predictive analysis big data can be used to push 
individualised communication content. For example, messages are created in a manner 
that they can be modularly composed for each specific target group.  
2.8.8   Innovation 
McKinsey, (2011) observes that the adoption of big data for strategic communication in 
the telecommunication sector primarily involves the creation of new products and 
service, enhance existing ones, and invent entirely new business models. Considering 
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that telecommunication companies can access data in real-time from the actual use of 
their products and services, the use of big data for strategic communication gives them 
the leverage to improve the development of the next generation of products and to 
create innovative after-sales services offering (Ravichandran, 2017). To that end, the 
adoption of big data in the telecommunication sector enables telecommunication 
companies to gain innovative insights that are essential for developing better products 
and services. 
2.9 BIG DATA CHALLENGES FOR TELECOMMUNICATION SECTOR 
The concept of big data encompasses the amount and complexity of available data and 
the technical challenges of processing them (Niebel, Rasel and Viete, 2018). There is a 
suggestion that big data in the telecommunications sector emerges from different 
departments of the organisation fuelled by the activities of the communication 
professionals (Wiesenberg et al. 2017). To this end, one can, therefore, argue that big 
data is influencing strategic communication directly due to its relevance and proximity to 
the SCPs (Wiencierz and Rottger, 2018). According to Bhadhami and Jothimani, (2016); 
Fox et al. (2018); Hallahan, (2018); Wiencierz and Rottger, (2019), the most prevalent 
big data challenges in the telecommunication sector are; lack of analytical skills (to 
make sense of big data), the lack of technical skills (to handle big data), operational 
complexity, storage and computational complexity. 
2.9.1   Lack of analytical knowledge 
Irrespective of having access to large volumes of data, telecommunication companies 
are often unable to extract insights and intelligence from the large volumes of raw data 
they generate and gather from their stakeholder (Fox et al. 2018). A probable reason for 
this is that big data is a new phenomenon which has recently emerged in the sector. 
Hence, the telecommunication operators are not familiar with the required big data 
analytics procedure to properly analyse data to generate insights necessary for them to 
perform daily communication activities.  
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2.9.2   Lack of technical skills 
Technological developments in the telecommunication sector have led to an upsurge of 
data generation. Notwithstanding, their large base of customers, telecommunication 
operators are failing to fully utilise big data. The possible reason for this is those 
responsible for overseeing big data activities lack essential technical skills. This 
challenge is not only synonymous with the telecommunication sector, it is affecting 
various sectors worldwide (Bhadhami and Jothimani, 2016). Globally, there is a short 
supply of big data analytics professionals which has negatively affected the utilisation of 
big data not only in the telecommunication sector but several other sectors in different 
parts of the world (Ajago et al. 2015). This phenomenon could be the reason why the 
telecommunication sector is underutilising big data to support their daily communication 
initiatives.  
2.9.3   Operational complexity 
Operational complexity is a substantial obstacle to the successful use of big data for 
strategic communication in the telecommunication sector.  The increase in the number 
of messages, channels and stakeholders is a notable big data challenge that is often 
faced by telecommunication operators (Wiesenberg et al. 2017). This is caused by 
massive technological developments being spearheaded by telecommunication 
companies in their quest to generate customers in the market place (O’Connor and 
Shumate, 2018). As alluded to earlier, strategic communication practitioners are failing 
to cope with these overwhelming volumes of messages, channels and stakeholders as 
they may either lack compatible technology or human resources. 
2.9.4   Storage and computational complexity 
Most of the big data for strategic communication challenges in the telecommunication 
sector are linked to strategic communication practitioners. Some of the big data 
challenges such as storage and computational complexity are connected to the 
structural component of the concept. Big data storage complexity challenges refer to 
problems that emanate from insufficient space to store large data whereas 
computational complexity challenges arise from failure to analyse data in a reasonable 
time frame (Bhadhami and Jothimani, 2016). 
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2.9.5   Ethical handling of data 
The process of extracting value from data involves social challenges as combined 
personal data sources can reveal personal and sensitive data that could end up in the 
public domain. While exploring and accepting insights from big data SCPs are limited by 
what is considered ethically responsible (Gregory and Halff, 2020). The need to gain 
acceptance from stakeholders whose data they collect pose ethical challenges for 
telecommunication companies (Chauhan, Agarwal and Kar, 2016). Data mining, big 
data analytics and algorithms intertwine with these challenges  
2.10 CONCLUSION 
The reviewed literature in this chapter shows that both strategic communication and big 
data are multi-dimensional concepts that have a plethora of definitions available. There 
are no single universally accepted definitions for these concepts. Many scholars used 
the volume, velocity and variety to define big data while most strategic communication 
scholars argued that communication activities should be intentional, deliberate and 
purposeful to be considered strategic communication.  
This chapter suggests that the use of big data for strategic communication in the 
telecommunication sector is associated with complexities that emerge from extensive 
adoption of new technologies and ever-changing or nonlinear relationships between 
telecommunication companies and their stakeholders. These complexities are a result 
of the multidisciplinary nature of strategic communication and inherent characteristics of 
the big data. Given these complexities, the application of complexity theory enables this 
study to explore and understand the benefits and challenges associated with big data 
use for strategic communication at selected South African telecommunication 
companies.  
The next chapter, the methods adopted to explore the big data use at selected South 
African telecommunication companies are discussed. The discussion focuses on the 
fundamental methodologies and approaches applicable to the research study. In 
tandem with the research aim, detailed information on the research paradigm, research 
design, population and sampling, data collection, data management and analysis are 
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discussed in this chapter. Further, the chapter discusses the measures observed in 
enhancing the credibility and trustworthiness of this study. Lastly, is a discussion on this 
study’s ethical considerations. 
 
CHAPTER 3: RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 
3.1 INTRODUCTION 
The preceding chapter reviewed the literature on the use of big data for strategic 
communication in the telecommunication sector. In detail, big data evolution, value 
chain, analysis procedure and tools were discussed in the previous chapter. In addition, 
the overall composition of the four major South African telecommunications companies 
and the use of big data for strategic communication in the telecommunication sector 
were also discussed in the previous chapter.  
In this chapter, the methods that were adopted to explore the big data use for strategic 
communication at selected South African telecommunication companies are discussed 
in detail. The primary focus of this chapter is to discuss the fundamental methodologies 
and approaches applicable to the research study. In tandem with the research aim, 
detailed information on research paradigm, research design, population and sampling, 
data collection and handling of data and data analysis is discussed in this chapter. In 
addition, measures undertaken to enhance the credibility and trustworthiness of the 
study as well as the ethical considerations of the study are discussed in this chapter. 
The research objective of this study is to explore the big data use for strategic 
communication purposes at selected South African telecommunication companies. In 
an attempt to attain the research objective, the subsequent questions are asked;  
1. How do strategic communication practitioners in the telecommunication sector 
understand the concept of big data? 
2. What assumptions are influencing the adoption of the concept of big data by strategic 
communication practitioners in the telecommunication sector? 
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3. What are the opportunities available for using big data for strategic communication in 
the telecommunication sector?  
4. What are the challenges associated with the use of big data in the 
telecommunications sector? 
3.2 RESEARCH PARADIGM 
Several strategic communication studies often adopt a ‘positivist-functionalist' 
perspective underpinned by the positivist philosophy to make rational explanations and 
develop sets of recommendations for the improvement of the phenomenon under study 
(Yang and Saffer, 2019). However, the multi-disciplinary context of strategic 
communication and the complexity of current communication environments require new 
ways of understanding the reality of the organisational world and studying it (Benecke, 
2019).  This entails moving away from the dominant functionalist approach that aims to 
promote standardisation and regulation to a paradigm that promotes the understanding 
of the diverse views, the role of power and complex poly-contextual environments.    
In an attempt to get a deeper appreciation and greater understanding of the use of big 
data for strategic communication at selected South African telecommunication 
companies, this study adopted an interpretivist paradigm. Interpretivist paradigm builds 
on the fundamental belief that social reality is not singular or objective, but is rather 
shaped by human experiences and social contexts, and is, therefore, best studied within 
its socio-historic context by reconciling the subjective interpretations of its various 
participants (Bhattacherjee, 2012). In essence, the interpretivist paradigm extends the 
notion that reality is socially constructed through “a series of individual eyes” (Thanh 
and Thanh, 2015). To this study, the interpretivist paradigm was adopted to discover the 
use, assumptions, challenges and benefits of using big data in the telecommunication 
sector by studying individual strategic communication practitioners' experiences on 
using big data to execute their duties. 
3.3 RESEARCH DESIGN 
There are three dominantly used research approaches in social sciences: quantitative, 
qualitative, or mixed methods research approach. The qualitative research approach by 
nature focuses on smaller groups of expert practitioners to obtain the optimum data to 
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examine a particular context in great detail (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2016). The 
qualitative research approach focuses on understanding and interpreting how people in 
a social setting experience the world around them (Kakulu, 2014).   As a nature-of-
inquiry in strategic communication research, qualitative research describes social 
phenomena as they occur naturally and the understanding of a situation is gained 
through a holistic perspective (Holtzhausen and Zerfass, 2015). For these reasons, this 
study chose to adopt the qualitative research approach to answer questions around 
what, why and how SCPs use big data by exploring individual strategic communication 
practitioners’ opinions, experiences and feelings on using big data at their respective 
telecommunication companies.  
To understand and develop subjective meanings on big data use in the 
telecommunication sector this study was exploratory and interpretive.  The exploratory 
strategy is the appropriate means to ask open questions in new areas of inquiry to 
discover what is happening and draw conclusions based on facts or observed evidence 
(Bhattacherjee, 2012). The strategy was essential for asking questions not previously 
asked, such as, how strategic communication practitioners in the telecommunication 
sector are adapting and aligning their operations with big data to achieve their 
organisational goals (Benecke, 2019). The interpretivist philosophy aims to describe the 
strategic communication practitioners' perspectives on the use of big data for strategic 
communication in the telecommunication sector and formed the basis for themes and 
categories for data analysis (Masibigiri and Nienaber, 2011). The interpretivist 
philosophy enhanced the understanding and interpretation of lived experiences and 
values attached to the use of big data by strategic communication practitioners in the 
telecommunication sector.  
3.4 POPUATION AND SAMPLING  
The study envisaged collecting sufficient information enough to do meaningful data 
analysis that could lead to the best possible conclusions on the use of big data for 
strategic communication in the South African telecommunication sector. All strategic 
communication practitioners in the South African telecommunication sector formed the 
population for this study. In light of time, funds, resources and access limitations, it was 
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impracticable for this study to investigate the entire research population. Therefore to 
find the answers for the delineated questions a few strategic communication 
practitioners were selected from the research population to form the research sample of 
this study (Zefeiti and Mohamad, 2015).  
In social science research, there are two dominantly used sampling methods which are; 
probability and non-probability sampling (Aravindh and Thirupath, 2019). Probability 
sampling involves the non-systematic and random selection of participants (Sahay, 
2012). Whereas the non-probability sampling technique involves subjective judgement 
when selecting the research sample (Saunders et al, 2016).   
The non-probability sampling was adopted as the sampling method to select a sample 
that actually represented the research population to ensure credibility and trustworthy of 
the study and the findings (Opoku, Ahmed and Julies, 2014) In an exploratory research 
study, non-probability sampling provides a more convenient method to select the 
sample purposively according to pre-determined criteria. This study utilised the snowball 
sampling technique, while acknowledging the other techniques such as quota sampling, 
snowball sampling, convenience sampling, purposive and self-selection sampling can 
be implemented in non-probability sampling. The snowball sampling was suitable for 
accessing hard-to-reach strategic communication practitioners in the telecommunication 
sector following that this study was implemented during COVID-19 pandemic outbreak. 
To recruit participants this study used a PR and Advertising agency that provides 
strategic communication services to various telecommunication companies. Through 
the PR and Advertising agency, the researcher recruited two strategic communication 
practitioners based on the principle of voluntary participation, experience, organisational 
position and the subjects’ respective companies’ support of their participation in this 
study. These strategic communication practitioners were then asked to recommend 
other strategic communication practitioners within the telecommunications sector they 
knew who also met the selection criteria. As a result, six senior-level communication 
professionals were recruited to participate in this study.  It was essential for participants 
in this study to be qualified senior decision-makers for the study required 
knowledgeable people who could provide credible insights based on their knowledge 
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and experience in using big data to perform strategic communication duties at their 
respective telecommunication companies. 
 
Big data in the telecommunications sector involves highly classified information that 
could be used to gain competitive advantage. Therefore, not all four major 
telecommunication operators agreed to be part of this study. This necessitated the 
recruitment of participants from the remaining three major South African 
telecommunications companies. 
3.5  DATA COLLECTION AND HANDLING OF DATA 
This study adopted semi-structured interviews as data collection instruments. The study 
opted for interviews because they are the most direct and straightforward way to collect 
information about people’s experiences. In essence, interviews involve the gathering of 
information by the researcher from the research participants (interviewees) and 
recording the responses about the delineated research questions (Wagner, Kawulich 
and Garner 2012: 133).  To a larger extent, the interviews resemble a transitory 
relationship between the researcher and the participants, transitory in terms of the 
duration and the question-and-answer type of the conversations (Bhattacherjee, 2012).  
Three types of interviews can be used for social science research studies which are; 
structured, semi-structured and unstructured interviews. Structured interviews consist of 
a structured format of standardised survey interviews in which questions are asked in a 
specific order using the same format (Bhattacherjee, 2012). Semi-structured interviews 
are conducted using an interview schedule to guide the researcher on the key questions 
to ask the participants (Flick, 2018). Unstructured interviews rely on a few open-ended 
questions where interviewees are encouraged to talk at length about a topic that seems 
significant or prominent for them (Bhattacherjee, 2012).  
Semi-structured interviews were used as data collection instruments to probe and 
explore how strategic communication practitioners in the telecommunication sector are 
using big data for strategic communication to achieve their organisational goals. The 
semi-structured approach is the most efficient way to gather enough evidence and 
consequently draw inferences from the findings for any qualitative research study 
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(Opoku et al. 2014).  In this study, the semi-structured interviews provided the 
researcher with opportunities to interact directly with research participants (Wagner et 
al. 2012). This to a larger extent enabled the researcher to clarify responses, institute 
follow-up questions, and probe responses. 
To prepare for the interviews this study adopted McNamara (2009)’s eight interview 
preparation principles as follows; 
1. The interview venue should be non-distractive  
The participants were working from home where they were likely to experience various 
distractions from their families. To avoid distractions during the recording of the 
interviews the participants alerted the researcher to commence the interviews as soon 
as they were experiencing fewer distractions.  As a result, some of the interviews were 
held during the night and on weekends.  
2. The purpose of the interviews should be detailed to the participants.  
Before the commencement of the interviews the researcher started by appreciating the 
willingness by the participants to take part on the study and explained the purpose of 
the interviews which was; to explore big data use for strategic communication at 
selected South African telecommunication companies. 
3. Address terms of confidentiality.  
All information about this study remained confidential and pseudo names were used to 
identify the participants and their respective companies throughout the study.  
4. Clarify the interview format structure and questions.  
The informed consent form and the invitation letters were used to advise participants 
that the interview questions would adopt a semi-structured format for them to freely 
engage and express themselves on what the researcher would ask them. Furthermore, 
the researcher advised the participants that probing questions would be used to gain 
clarity on some information that the participants would say during the interviews. 
5. Indicate the duration of the interviews.  
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The researcher notified the participants through invitation letters that there would be 
only one interview session which would be 30-45 minutes.  The details of the interview 
would be reiterated to the participants on the day of the interviews.  
6. Tell participants on how they can get hold of you later when they want to.  
The invitation letter, consent form and permission letter provided both the researcher 
and the supervisor’s contact numbers and email addresses for easy contact of the 
researcher and the supervisor whenever the need arises. 
7. Participants in the study should be allowed to ask questions before the interviews 
commence. 
The researcher allowed participants to ask any questions about the study before 
starting the interviews. 
8. The researcher should seek consent to record the interviewees  
The researcher advised the participants that they could exit the interviews at any stage 
if they were uncomfortable with the questions. Furthermore, the researcher asked for 
permission to record the participants before commencing the interviews. 
In the early stages of this study, the researcher considered doing face-to-face interviews 
at the participants’ offices. However, due to the global outbreak of Coronavirus Disease-
2019 (COVID-19) during the data collection stage of this study, Microsoft Teams and 
Zoom applications were used for all the interviews. It is imperative at this stage to 
mention that while the researcher and the participants were not at the same location 
during the interviews, Zoom and Microsoft Teams applications provided the face-to-face 
element of the interviews through video interaction. In spite of some network 
challenges, Zoom and Microsoft Teams applications made it possible for the researcher 
to record the participants’ non-verbal responses. The interviews were conducted in the 
English language because it is considered as a business language in South Africa. 
3.6  DATA ANALYSIS 
The data analysis involved searching through data to identify or categorise specific 
observable actions or characteristics to make sense of the collected data (Saunders et 
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al. 2016). The thematic data analysis was used to analyse data for this study because 
“rigorous thematic approach can produce an insightful analysis that can answer 
qualitative research questions” (Braun and Clarke, 2006: 97). The thematic data 
analysis was essential for identifying cross-cutting themes which were necessary for 
enhancing the understanding of the collective or shared meaning of the collected data 
(Ibrahim, 2012).  
The transcription of interview recordings verbatim to word-processed documents 
marked the beginning of data analysis. This was followed by the adoption of Braun and 
Clarke (2006)'s six data analysis procedures as follows;  
Phase 1: Familiarisation with data   
The researcher became familiar with the data during the transcription of the interview 
recordings. The familiarisation with data involved the intensive reading of the interview 
transcripts several times. This also involved observational and casual note-making 
meant to identify and understand the prevailing ideas from the transcripts.  
Phase 2: Coding the data 
The researcher systematically labelled each idea of the data relevant to the delineated 
research questions.  This involved working through the transcripts to collate each data 
relevant to each code then itemise them on a spreadsheet to their origin and the 
research question they are applicable.   
Phase 3: Searching for themes  
Codes created in the previous phase were examined to ensure they fit together into a 
theme. At this stage, the researcher focused on identifying similarities and overlaps 
between these codes. Similar codes were collapsed into a theme that reflects and 
describe a coherent meaningful pattern of the data. 
Phase 4: Reviewing themes   
Preliminary themes identified in step three were revisited and reviewed to ensure that 
they were related to the collected data. This was essential for generating a thematic 
‘map’ of the data analysis.  
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Phase 5: Defining and naming themes  
The researcher revisited and reviewed the transcripts several times to single out the 




Phase 6: Research report writing 
This research report comprises of compelling and relevant information extracted from 
the data about the delineated questions.  
Braun and Clarke (2006) data analysis procedure cannot be implemented in a simple 
linear manner. Therefore, it is worth stating that the data analysis process involved 
going back and forth between the different phases as the researcher refined the coded 
data and categorised in search of analytical themes. 
3.7  CREDIBILITY AND TRUSTWORTHINESS OF THE DATA  
Qualitative research is a naturalistic approach to studying social reality, naturalistic in 
the sense that the social phenomenon is studied within the context where it is 
happening and is interpreted according to the subjective view of the participants. 
Throughout, the credibility of the study remains critical, with authenticity and 
trustworthiness being the key objectives. The authenticity of research is established 
when data is collected from those involved in the context being investigated (Benecke, 
2019). The trustworthiness of this study was established by adhering to the following 
criteria; credibility, dependability, transferability and conformability. 
An interpretive research study becomes credible when its inferences are believed to be 
findings from the collected data (Wagner et al. 2012). In this study, credibility was 
established by adhering to thorough data management procedures, accurate recording 
of interviews as well as methodological and theoretical choices. Dependability entails 
the accuracy and consistency of research findings overtime (Mahlangu, 2017). With 
regards to the dependability of this study, the researcher ensured that the research 
process remained logical, traceable, and documented by giving a detailed account of 
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each step followed. Transferability of qualitative research refers to the degree to which 
the results can be transferred to other contexts or settings with other respondents 
(Korstjensa and Moserb, 2018). To establish transferability of this study, the researcher 
provided a full description of the research questions, design, context, findings and 
interpretations, to permit comparisons with other studies. Confirmability refers to the 
ability to demonstrate that research results are grounded in the data collected not 
figments of the researcher’s imaginations. Transcripts from interviews were 
continuously studied, revisited and reviewed to establish the confirmability of this study. 
The researcher will also maintain high confidentiality of all the data collected from or 
about the research participants by using password-protected computer and memory 
stick to store and restrict access to research data.  
3.8  ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS 
Notwithstanding research designs, sampling techniques and methodology choice, all 
researchers are bound by ethical considerations. Issues of ethics in research arise 
when the researcher pursue self-interested concerns at the expense of the needs of 
those undergoing the investigation in question. To that end, it is a moral and 
professional obligation of the individual researcher to be ethical even when research 
participants are unaware of or unconcerned with ethics (Neumann, 2011: 143).   
In the telecommunications sector, big data is a strategic resource that can be used to 
gain competitive advantage. Therefore to avoid jeopardising the competitiveness of the 
organisations participating in this study, the researcher fully adhered to the principle of 
voluntary participation, informed consent and anonymity or confidentiality. In essence, 
the principle of voluntary participation entails free participation without coercion or 
undue influence. Throughout this study, the researcher committed to not challenge the 
participants' right not to participate, and at no stage were the participants exposed to 
harm during their participation or could withdraw from the study at any stage.  
Informed consent entails the provision of adequate information necessary to fully inform 
research participants about the study and the implications of their participation thereof 
(Saunders et al. 2016). Participants were provided with the informed consent which 
contained the necessary detail about the study (see Appendix: A). The researcher 
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retained the signed informed consent forms from the participants through email before 
the commencement of the interviews.  
Anonymity and confidentiality involve not disclosing information that could reveal the 
identity of the research participants. This study took confidentiality and anonymity 
matters into serious consideration. The identity of the participants and that of their 
organisations remained anonymous throughout this study. Individual participants and 
organisations were identified using pseudo names. All the data was handled in a highly 
confidential manner. Only the researcher had the discretion on who has access to the 
data. This was established by using a password-protected computer to restrict 
unauthorised access to the data.  
3.9  CONCLUSION  
The chapter set out the methodology for this study. The qualitative research approach 
was selected to accomplish the research aim. In conclusion, the chapter detailed the 
research paradigm, design and the methodology to obtain credible and trustworthy data 
to reach best possible conclusions and make informed recommendations on big data 
use for strategic communication in the telecommunication sector. Ultimately, this would 
help current and prospective strategic communication practitioners to deal with the 
demands of using big data to perform strategic communication activities to achieve their 
organisational goals at their various companies. 
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CHAPTER 4: FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION 
4.1 INTRODUCTION 
The previous chapter discussed the methodology of this study to explore the use of Big 
Data for strategic communication purposes at selected South African 
telecommunication companies. The exploratory strategy was adopted because of the 
emergent nature of strategic communication and big data. The exploratory strategy is 
the best valuable means to ask open questions in new areas of inquiry similar to this 
study.  
This chapter presents evidence of findings that emerged from semi-structured 
interviews with six strategic communication practitioners at selected South African 
telecommunication companies. In line with the principle of anonymity, in this chapter 
each participant was identified using a unique number whilst their organisations were 
identified using a letter. Interviews were recorded and transcribed before the data 
analysis commenced. The data was analysed using Braun and Clarke (2006) thematic 
data analysis. The researcher began the data analysis process by familiarising himself 
with the interview notes and labelled each idea relevant to the research questions. The 
researcher went on to search for themes from the data which resulted in the study 
defining and naming themes emerging from the data.  
4.2 BACKGROUND INFORMATION 
This section discusses the composition of the research sample to present the 
participants’ knowledge on the topic under study. The background information 
presented here puts into context the participants’ experience and organisational position 
to highlight the information the participants could contribute to the understanding of the 
use of big data for strategic communication in this specific context.  
The researcher used social media sites and PR and Advertising agency located in 
Gauteng to recruit two strategic communication practitioners who recommended other 
strategic communication practitioners within the South African telecommunications 
sector they knew who met the selection criteria. As a result, six senior-level strategic 
communication practitioners were selected to participate in this study.  
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Consistent with the consideration of the ethics of anonymity and confidentiality 
discussed earlier in the previous chapter the companies represented by these 
participants were not mentioned neither was the participants named. Table 4.1 presents 
the participants' current position and length of employment on the role. 
Table 4.1 Participants’ profile 
Participant Position Employment duration  
P1 Group Executive Communications and Public 
Relations  
2 Years 
P2 General Manager Business Intelligence 
Competence Centre (Communication) 
1 Year 
P3 Executive Head of Department: Digital Social and 
Content Marketing 
6 Years 
P4 Executive Head of Prepaid (CVM) (Customer 
Value Management) 
6 Years 
P5 Executive Group Communications 1 ½ years 
P6 Senior Strategic Insights Data Scientist. 3 Years 
Source: Field data 
The background information indicated that all the participants held senior positions at 
their respective companies. Majority of the participants possessed between 1-6 years’ 
experience working in their current roles. The background information indicated that the 
participants had an influence on the use of big data for strategic communication at their 
respective companies because of the senior position they held. The findings concur with 
Tabesh, Mousavidin and Hasani (2019) who stated that senior communication 
professionals play a central role in the success and failure of big data initiatives and are 
responsible for creating a unified vision regarding the approach to big data analytics in 
organisations.  
In the next section, findings to the questions raised by this study are discussed in detail.  
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4.3 CATEGORY 1: UNDERSTANDING OF STRATEGIC COMMUNICATION 
The purpose of the questions asked in this category aims to ascertain the research 
participants' understanding of the concept of strategic communication. The description 
of strategic communication provides a glimpse of how strategic communication 
practitioners execute their day to day duties at their respective companies. The 
questions that were asked in this category produced two themes: purposeful 
communication and marketing- sales and customer relationship management. Table 4.2 
gives a summary of Category 1: understanding of strategic communication. 
Table 4.2:  Category 1 – Understanding of strategic communication  
Themes Participant Responses 
Purposeful 
communication 
P1-“Strategic communication in the business context is communication that 
is meant to advance the business strategic objectives...”  
P4 – “I suppose it would be communicating with the intent of achieving 
some sort of strategic objective (Umm) whatever that could be...” 
P5 – “So strategic communication would be about how do you then 
package that information to tell people about what the company’s (Umm) 
vision and strategy is...” 







P2-“(Umm) I mean in our role we do below-the-line marketing.” “to basically 
influence the customers to engage and buy more of our products and 
services...” 
P4 – “So we will send specific messages with the intent of sending it at the 
right time with the right offer to a specific customer group...”  
P3– “…..it could be in a way you communicate with customers or different 
types of customers from different backgrounds…” 
Source: Field data 
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4.3.1 Category 1 - Theme 1: Purposeful communication 
The majority of the participants referred to strategic communication as purposeful 
communication activities that are designed to support the strategic objectives of an 
organisation. Participant 1 explained that “Strategic communication in the business 
context is communication that is meant to advance the business strategic objectives...” 
These sentiments were supported by Participant 4 who explained that “I suppose it 
(strategic communication) would be communicating with the intent of achieving some 
sort of strategic objective...” The participants’ sentiments resonate with Overton-de 
Klerk and Verwey (2013) who stated that strategic communication should be viewed as 
an all-encompassing communication function characterised by purposeful 
communication.  
Although participants understood strategic communication at the strategic level, their 
sentiments seem to suggest that the role of communication is to facilitate the 
development and implementation of the organisation’s strategy. There seem to be a 
narrow understanding of the field because strategic communication extends beyond 
merely providing information to support organisational strategic propositions. A 
comprehensive understanding of strategic communication should recognise the 
emergent nature of the field beyond strategy and allude to the role of SCPs in the 
execution of the communication activities (Slabbert, 2018). Therefore, strategic 
communication should be conceptualised as intentional, deliberate and purposive 
communication that a communication practitioner enacts in the public sphere on behalf 
of a communicative entity to reach set goals (Holtzhausen and Zerfass, 2014). 
4.3.2 Category 1 - Theme 2: Marketing-sales and Customer Relationship 
Management 
Marketing-sales and Customer Relationship Management (CRM) encompasses 
communication activities or messages that are used to persuade the targeted audiences 
to buy or use organisations’ products (Angelopulo and Barker, 2014). Three participants 
incorporated marketing-sales and customer relationship management in their 
description of strategic communication. Participant 2 referred to strategic 
communication as the use of "… well-informed targeted messages to influence the 
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customers to engage and buy more of our products and services..” Considering that 
strategic communication is a multi-disciplinary field there is a correlation between the 
participants’ understanding of the concept and the various descriptions of the field 
identified in the literature. The correlation of the findings and the multi-disciplinary 
perspective of strategic communication is supported by Holtzhausen and Zerfass (2015) 
who stated that strategic communication also includes public relations, advertising and 
marketing all of which have in common that they deal with influence and persuasion. 
4.4 CATEGORY 2: UNDERSTANDING OF THE BIG DATA CONCEPT  
The questions asked in this section aimed to find out the research participants’ 
understanding of the concept of big data. Their understanding of the concept highlight 
the extent to which they incorporate big data to perform strategic communication duties 
at their respective companies. Two themes emerged in this category; large volumes of 
data and various types of data. Error! Reference source not found..3 reflects the 
participants understanding of big data. 
Table 4.3: Category 2 – Understanding of big data 




P2-“its data that has specific or that is well known for its volume, its 
variety, its velocity, its veracity and its value.” 
P1 – “large amounts of available data to advance strategic objectives.”  
P3-“(Umm) big data is a collection, it should be a large collection of 
data.” 
P4 – “My understanding of big data is large amounts of data.” 
P5 – “…a lot of information and that information is just called big data.” 
P6 – “very large sets of data” 
Various types 
of data 
P3 – “data both internal (Umm) origin and of external origin (Umm) and 
that relates to a range of things.” 
P6 – “I would like to split them into structured data and unstructured 
data” 
P4 – “different types of data sets.” 
Source: Field data 
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4.4.1 Category 2 -Theme 1: Large volumes of data  
According to Wiencierz and Rottger (2018) “Three V’s”: volume, variety and veracity 
have emerged in the literature as a common framework to describe big data. This 
entails the description of big data through its size, types and speed at which it is 
generated. This study discovered that the participants’ understanding of big data was 
aligned to three primary Vs (volume, velocity and variety). However, the volume 
dimension of the data dominated the participants’ understanding of the concept. 
Participant 4 clearly illustrated the issue of size in big data by stating that “My 
understanding of big data is large amounts of data.” These sentiments were supported 
by Participant 3 who stated that “…big data is a collection, it should be a large collection 
of data.” According to the participants the volume dimension entirely represents big 
data. Whilst the participants’ sentiments concur with Ahmed (2016) who proposes that 
the volume dimension is the major part of big data, and if we remove volume from big 
data then the big data will never be big enough to be considered big data. The 
sentiments by the participants reflected a limited understanding of the concept because 
big data can be very small datasets (Ward and Barker, 2013). This argument is in 
favour of complexity of the data not the size as the dominant factor because it is not the 
volume of the data but its variety and velocity which create added value for strategic 
communication (Wiencierz and Rottger, 2018). Therefore, a comprehensive 
understanding of the concept should allude to the fact that big data is large, 
heterogeneous and complex data that is associated with many challenges in storing, 
preparing, analysing and visualising as well as techniques and technology (Terzi, 
Demirezeni and Sagiroglu, 2016).  
4.4.2 Category 2 – Theme 2: Various types of data 
Zerfass and Holtzhausen, (2015) describe big data as streams of different forms of data 
from diverse internal and external sources. Three participants described big data as 
data that represents a variety of data. Although the participants did not mention the 
word ‘variety’ exclusively, this study found that the participants understood big data as 
data of various compositions that are either structured or unstructured and originates 
from both external and internal systems of the organisation. Put differently but still within 
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the confines of understanding big data as various types of data Participant 4 explained 
that "I would like to split them into structured data and unstructured data.” In this 
instance, the participants’ understanding of big data as various types of data coincides 
with the literature. According to Laney, (2006) big data comprises of assorted forms of 
data, this includes structured, semi-structured, and unstructured data. This study further 
found that participants classified and described big data according to its origin and 
intended use. This viewpoint was advanced by Participant 3 who described big data as 
“data both internal (Umm) origin and of external origin (Umm) and that relates to a 
range of things including (Umm) user experience, user preference.” Participants 
indicated that they understood big data as various types of data with various origins that 
are used for diverse applications. However, the additional Vs (veracity and value) are 
missing in the description of big data. The inclusion of veracity and value in the 
description of big data could highlight the importance of generating economic benefits 
and the importance of quality data and trust in the various sources (Wamba et al. 2015). 
4.5 CATEGORY 3: FINDINGS DESCRIBING THE ASSUMPTIONS WHICH 
INFLUENCE THE ADOPTION OF BIG DATA 
Big data is an emerging concept in the field of strategic communication (Wiesenberg et 
al. 2017). Considering that there is a lot of big data in the telecommunication sector it 
seems as if the application of the concept is missing. Assumptions influencing the 
adoption of big data are relevant indicators of the extent to which telecommunication 
companies use a voluminous amount of data in their possession to achieve their 
strategic communication goals. Therefore the focus here was for participants to 
describe the assumptions influencing the adoption of big data at their respective 
companies. In this category four themes emerged namely; targeted communication, a 
better understanding of stakeholders, data-informed decisions, and effective situation 






Table 4.4: Category 3- Assumptions influencing the adoption of big data  
Themes Participant Responses 
Individualised or targeted 
communication 
P3 “Reaching the right people, with the right message (Umm) 
hopefully at the right time.”  
P2 – “It is well informed and targeted messages”’ “increasing 
efficiencies in our journeys and processes end-to-end.” 
P1 – “The benefits are more targeted communication versus 
spray and pray approach.”  
 
A better understanding of 
stakeholders 
P1- “Like I said, a lot of it is around definitely a better 
understanding of all stakeholders, whether they are 
customers, investors or internal employees a better 
understanding of all stakeholders.”  
P4 -“….can look at a particular customer (You know) 
hundreds of different elements.” 
P3 – “…try and understand what the customer may want to 
see or hear.”  
Data-informed decisions 
 
P3 – “Big data is extremely valuable; more data means you 
can derive more insights.”  
P1 – “Can work whatever my decision is, based on insights, 
better insights.” 
P5 –“…get diverse inputs to your (our) decision-making.” 
P4 –“Big data is being leveraged to make strategic decisions” 
Effective situation analysis 
 
P5 – “Gives me a sense of what’s happening in my space, 
who is saying what, what kind of topics are trending (Umm) in 
the telecommunication space” 
P1 – “…you (I) draw from data so if there is a Twitter storm 
you can tell the difference between is this a proper crisis or is 
this a Twitter storm that will be gone by tomorrow.” 
Source: Field data 
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4.5.1 Category 3 - Theme 1: Individualised and targeted communication 
Strategic communication manifest in the form of messages that serve as inputs to target 
audiences located in the environment (Holtzhausen and Zerfass, 2014). This 
manifestation is a functional result of the communication process - a process based on 
the analysis of data to perform individualised and targeted communication (Wiencierz 
and Rottger, 2019). Findings indicated that participants used big data to gain insights 
necessary to carry out more individualised or targeted communication. Three 
participants explained that the use of big data for strategic communication purposes 
enabled them to profile and target specific stakeholders with specific messages. The 
participants indicated that through big data, they were able to target specific groups of 
customers or stakeholders as explained by Participant 1 who stated that “…the benefits 
are more targeted communication versus spray and pray approach.” This was seconded 
by Participant 3 who explained that big data has enabled them with “…reaching the right 
people, with the right message (Umm) hopefully at the right time.” In strategic 
communication, the ability to target individuals provides more opportunities to SCPs to 
tailor their messages to individual stakeholder’s needs and contribute towards 
organisational effectiveness (Wiesenberg et al. 2017). The usage of big data as a tool 
for targeting individual customers or stakeholders with messages enables 
telecommunication companies to obtain a complete vision of their customers that can 
enable them to improve their efforts in terms of customer-friendliness. The participants’ 
sentiments concur with Holtzhausen and Zerfass (2014) who stated that the adoption of 
big data for strategic communication allows SCPs to collect unique data from 
individuals, which is used to target communication with those individuals. 
4.5.2 Category 3 - Theme 2: A better understanding of stakeholders 
An understanding of the stakeholders is required to perform communication activities 
strategically (Holtzhausen and Zerfass, 2014). This study found that participants used 
big data to better understand their stakeholders. Two of the six participants indicated 
that they combine data from diverse communication channels to understand the context 
of their stakeholders better. Participant 3 stated that big data “…helps us understand 
our customers better.” Asked on the reason behind their adoption of big data Participant 
48 
 
1 stated that “As I said, a lot of it is around definitely a better understanding of all 
stakeholders, whether they are customers, investors or internal employees.” In the 
telecommunication sector, the usage of big data to understand stakeholders enables 
telecommunication companies to understand the context of their customers’ problems 
holistically and effectively address them (Lee, 2017). In strategic communication, a 
better understanding of stakeholders allows or provides strategic communication 
practitioners with opportunities to identify message content that could effectively reach 
the specific target group to achieve organisational goals (Wiencierz and Rottger, 2018). 
The participants’ comments resonate with complexity theory which emphasises the 
need for a thorough knowledge of different stakeholder groups, an understanding of the 
networks they participate in and the communicator’s ability to reach them through media 
and platforms (Holtzhausen and Zerfass, 2014). 
4.5.3 Category 3 - Theme 3: Data-driven decisions 
Big data has emerged as an important tool for supporting decision making (Wiesenberg 
et al. 2017). In essence, big data can be analysed for insights that can lead to better 
decisions and strategic business moves (Jeble, Kumari and Jabil, 2018). The results 
from the analysed data indicated that participants used big data to make data-driven 
decisions. Majority of the participants explained that through big data they had 
opportunities to make better decisions. “…can work whatever my decision is, based on 
insights, better insights” explained Participant 1. The same sentiments were expressed 
by Participant 5 who stated that big data enabled them to “…get diverse inputs to your 
(our) decision-making.” The participants’ sentiments indicated that big data avail 
opportunities to make evidence-based decisions rather than from intuition. The 
participants indicated that they use dashboards and social media data to make 
decisions on organisational branding strategies. Participant 6 stated that “…our big data 
team developed a dashboard tool that is specifically for helping the experts to decide 
where the best place to do the migration and to track the migration of customers at 
times.” The participants’ comments resonate with Wienciez and Rottger, (2018) who 
stated that big data has revolutionised decision-making processes by affording strategic 
communication practitioners opportunities to acquire richer, deeper and more accurate 
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insights about their stakeholders to make evidence-based decisions rather than from 
intuition. In a nutshell, the findings indicated that big data offers SCPs different 
scenarios for making organisational decisions. 
4.5.4 Category 3 - Theme 4: Effective situation analysis 
Two out of six participants indicated that big data availed opportunities to effectively 
conduct a situation analysis. Participant 5 explained that big data “…gives me a sense 
of what’s happening in my space, who is saying what, what kind of topics are trending 
(Umm) in the telecommunication space.”  The sentiments by Participant 5 concurs with 
Participant 1 who stated that “…from data so if there is a Twitter storm you (I) can tell 
the difference between is this a proper crisis or is this a Twitter storm that will be gone 
by tomorrow.” This meant that through big data participants had opportunities to 
conduct sentiment analysis to assess their communication situation. The comments 
from the participants’ were consistent with Wiencierz and Rottger (2019)'s argument 
that big data allows for innovative, explorative analyses to discover new topics, trends 
or insights. In strategic communication, situation analysis provides SCPs with 
opportunities to understand the communication situation by analysing data in real-time. 
Further, effective situation analysis enables SCPs to identify emerging anomalies that 
can affect the communication outcomes of their respective companies (McAfee and 
Brynjolfsson, 2012). Given the ever-evolving nature of the telecommunication sector, 
data generated from situation analysis may enable telecommunication companies to 
develop time-conscious strategies for effective communication.  
4.6 CATEGORY 4: FINDINGS DESCRIBING AVAILABLE OPPORTUNITIES FOR 
USING BIG DATA FOR STRATEGIC COMMUNICATION  
Big data introduces realistic opportunities to the telecommunication industry to obtain a 
complete vision of their operations and customers who can enable telecommunication 
companies to improve their strategic communication efforts (Mohit and Rizwanahmed, 
2019). Strategic communication practitioners should be familiar with big data, its 
benefits and its shortcomings (Holtzhausen and Zerfass, 2015). The interview questions 
in this category focused on the opportunities available for using big data for strategic 
communication in the telecommunication sector. Seven themes emerged namely; 
50 
 
segmentation, management of complex interactions, automated communication, churn 
analysis, decision-making, situation analysis and reporting, as well as new products 
development. Table 4.5 presents a summary of these themes and participants’ 
responses on the available opportunities for using big data for strategic communication 
in the telecommunication sector. 
Table 4.5 Category 4: Opportunities for using big data  
Themes Participants Responses 
Segmentation P3-“I use to (you know) more strategic stuff is around being able to use 
data sources in the Cloud environment which helps us understand our 
customers better.” 
P1-"specifically we use it in a couple of ways (1) is to help us further 
segment our target audiences" “…to understand how they (customers) 
interact with us wholly as an organization.” 
P2-“… attributes are fed into the campaign management pool and from 
there the customers are getting communications based on their 
persona.” “…we take data from the big data platform and our models 
and we create an analytical record to describe the customer across 
multiple attributes.” 
P4 – “through big data you (we) can really personalise and give a 




P3- Well it’s used differently in different areas.  It’s to improve customer 
service propositions to the customer, more relevant communication 
with the customer.”  
P4 - “…data is used to create book rules that address customer issues, 
addresses reputational issues we may have.” 
P1-“…large amounts of data tell you (us) to be able to interact with 




P5 – “We extract and then inform the business (Umm) accordingly in 
terms what are people saying about the business and what are the 
things we need to fix.”  
Mediated 
communication  
P4 – “trying to automate it and actually supporting the humans (Umm) 
(You know) in a collaborative way.” 
P1 – “we know which stuff we can just put on a bot to respond to .” 
“…there is a lot of stuff that could be automated which would have 
previously required a number of human interventions.” 
P6 – “build a bot that can sit in the call-centre that can record what 
people are saying on the phone.”  
Churn analysis P2 – “We can also alert our call-centre when we see that people are 
possibly going to churn or leave the company and that’s also informed 
by our big data.” 
P4 –“can look at a particular customer (You know) hundreds of 
different elements (You know) find a specific pattern (I mean) based on 
that pattern make recommendations.” 
P5 – “We collect that sort of data and say OK there is a pattern in this, 
customers are unhappy” 
Decision-
making 
P1-“I can work whatever my decision based on (big data) insights.” 
P4 –"In the beginning, (Umm) I would say, big data more of the data 
they process try taking the human decision-making out of it as much as 
possible.” 




P2-“Yes, yes. So one of our dashboards (Umm) that is a key 
dashboard is executive dashboard-like reports on key metrics or Key 
Performances Indicators (KPIs).” 
P3-“So we try to pick up things before they are a problem and we 
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address them with business executives.” 
P5 – “we do and that information then filters to management and to the 
relevant people who work on different parts of business.” 
New products 
and services. 
P5 – “we use big data in the business to sort of create new products” 
P2 – “we can present (you know) the customers with new products 
(Umm) based on what the insights is that we are getting from the data.”  
P1 – “…it has enabled us to do product customization.” 
P6- “build so many products on that” 
P3 – “data drives a huge almost everything we do at Buffalo, from 
product proposition development” 
Source: Field data 
4.6.1 Category 4 - Theme 1: Segmentation  
In strategic communication, segmentation involves the development and design of 
messages suitable for the target group, dissemination via channels the target group 
uses (Wiesenberg et al. 2017). The strategic communication practitioners interviewed 
indicated that big data availed opportunities to fully customise communication and 
segment communities. Participant 1 explained that they adopted big data “…to help us 
further segment our target audiences.” These sentiments were supported by Participant 
2 who stated that “we create an analytical record to describe the customer across 
multiple attributes.” The findings in this instance indicated that participants used big data 
to collect comprehensive data sets of their customer’s actions and behaviours to 
respond to the different demands of their target audience and subsequently design 
messages that suit the customer’s persona. The participants’ sentiments resonate with 
Bachmann, (2019) who opines that the use of big data can enable communicators to 
collect a comprehensive data set of a single person's actions and behaviours that can 
help them to better track individual behaviour of stakeholders as they relate to 
communication activities of the organisation. The segmentation of stakeholders avail 
opportunities for telecommunication companies to identify and delineate sets of 
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stakeholders which will then become targets for the company’s communication activities 
(Piercy and Morgan, 2006). Segmentation enables SCPs to explain and predict 
stakeholders’ response to the organisation’s communication initiatives (Tynan and 
Dryaton, 2010). However, segmentation of stakeholders should follow proactive 
compliance with ethical considerations (Gregory and Hallf, 2020). This means ethical 
guidelines must be formulated taking into consideration both the potentials and possible 
privacy risks.  
4.6.2 Category 4 - Theme 2: Management of complex interactions 
New communication technologies support many different networks, which bring many 
different kinds of people together in multiple networks (Wiesenberg et al. 2017). In the 
telecommunications sector data comes from complex interaction that happens between 
the organisation and its stakeholders, which makes it difficult to link, match, cleanse and 
transform data across systems (Hafez, 2016). However, it’s necessary to connect and 
correlate relationships, hierarchies and multiple data linkages as data in the 
telecommunication sector can quickly spiral out of control (Gandomi and Haider, 2014). 
The study found out that big data offered participants opportunities to manage complex 
interactions that happened between the organisation and its stakeholders. Majority of 
the participants indicated that they adopted big data to manage interactions between 
the organisation and the customers. Participant 3 explained that they use big data “…to 
improve customer service propositions to the customer, more relevant communication 
with the customer.” This was supported by Participant 4 who stated that “…data is used 
to create book rules that address customer issues, addresses reputational issues we 
may have.” The participants’ sentiments are consistent with Wiesenberg et al. (2017) 
who think that big data can be used for building “Insights Engine” to manage a nexus of 
interactions that happens between the organisation and its key stakeholders. The 
participants’ comments also allude to complexity theory that views SCPs as boundary 
spanners who promote diverse interactions with strategic constituency by taking 
advantage of the complex communication channels utilised most by the target audience 
for people are likely to utilise different communication channels when communicating 
with the organisation (Holtzhausen and Zerfass, 2014). 
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4.6.3 Category 4 - Theme 3: Mediated communication 
The findings indicated that big data presented opportunities for participants to automate 
their communication functions. Two participants explained that they use machine 
learning or bots to perform communication functions. “…trying to automate it and 
supporting the humans (Umm) (You know) collaboratively” explained Participant 4. This 
assertion was maintained by Participant 1 who stated that “…we now know which stuff 
we can just put on a bot to respond to” “…there is a lot of stuff that could be automated 
which would have previously required several human interventions.” In this instance, the 
findings concur with Wiesenberg et al. 2017 who states that big data can be used to 
perform automated responses or answering services and functionality in voice and 
message communications to better serve the customers. 
4.6.4 Category 4 - Theme 4: Churn analysis 
The process of a customer terminating their service with a company is known as churn 
(Njenga et al.2012). Churn analysis predicts the probability that a user may terminate 
the service and provides insights on why the users are leaving (Chen, 2016). The 
telecommunication sector experiences the highest churn rate when compared to other 
sectors such as banking and insurance sectors which is caused by various reasons 
such as cost of services and innovative competition (Chen, 2016). The results indicated 
that big data provided opportunities for participants to reduce customer churn. Three of 
the six participants indicated that big data gave them the leverage to implement churn 
analysis. The participants stated that big data allowed them to analyse customer 
behavioural patterns and assess the possibility of the customers to migrate to rival 
telecommunication companies. Participant 2 explained that “We can also alert our call-
centre when we see that people are possibly going to churn or leave the company and 
that is also informed by our big data.” These sentiments were sustained by Participant 4 
who stated that they use big data to “…look at a particular customer (You know) 
hundreds of different elements (You know) find a specific pattern (I mean) based on that 
pattern make recommendations.” The findings indicated that big data is used for 
attitudinal and behavioural changes analysis within stakeholders to identify the patterns 
of information exchange within the stakeholders to predict their possibility of migrating to 
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a rival company. From the findings, it is evident that big data gave the participants 
opportunities to uncover hidden patterns to build churn prediction models to assist their 
respective organisations to identify customers who are likely to migrate to rival 
companies. This resonates with Smart (2015) who stated that in the telecommunication 
sector big data helps SCPs to predict churn by understanding its early signs and design 
effective personalised offers to prevent stakeholders from leaving. Churn analysis 
presents opportunities for telecommunication companies to improve their relationship 
with their stakeholders and their satisfaction with the services they offer. 
4.6.5 Category 4 - Theme 5: Decision-making 
According to McAfee and Brynjolfsson (2012), big data helps in making better 
predictions and smarter decisions. The adoption of big data for strategic communication 
decision-making provides potential tools for telecommunication companies to improve 
their business performance in terms of customer service, customer retention and 
acquisition (Wiesenberg et al. 2017). The research findings indicated that the adoption 
of big data for strategic communication decision making enhanced participants’ 
decision-making capabilities. Three participants responded that they utilised big data to 
make data-driven decisions. Participant 1 had this to say, “I can work-out whatever my 
decision based on (big data) insights.” This explanation was reinforced by Participant 4 
who stated that "In the beginning, (Umm) I would say, big data, more of the data they 
(we) process try taking the human decision-making out of it as much as possible.” The 
participants conceptualised the use of big data for strategic communication decision-
making as purposeful communication efforts that combine data insights and deliberate 
actions to make evidence-based decisions. The statements by the interviewed strategic 
communication practitioners showed that big data is an essential component for broader 
decision-making for their respective telecommunication companies. The participants’ 
responses resonated with Wienciez and Rottger, (2018) who states that using big data 
enhances SCPs ability to make better decisions based on evidence rather than intuition. 
4.6.6 Category 4 - Theme 6: Situation analysis and reporting 
This study discovered that big data gave the participants opportunities to analyse and 
report communication situations in support of the organisation’s mission. Three 
56 
 
participants indicated that through big data they get opportunities to advise 
organisational leadership on the prevailing communication situation. Participant 5 stated 
that “…we do and that information then filters to management and to the relevant 
people who work on different parts of the business.” These sentiments were echoed by 
Participant 3 who explained that “So we try to pick up things before they are a problem 
and we address them with business executives.” From the participants' sentiments, it 
was clear that big data gave the participants opportunities to gain useful insights that tell 
them about the past and the present environment they are operating in. In the 
telecommunication sector, the use of big data for situational analysis and reporting 
enables SCPs to provide detailed and comprehensive information to company leaders 
about the prevailing communication conditions vis-a-vis the organisational goals. This 
coincides with Brands in Motion (2019) who suggested that big data have a critical role 
in enabling strategic communication practitioners to advise business leaders on the 
prevailing situation. 
4.6.7 Category 4 - Theme 7: New product and services  
The analysed data indicated that big data offered the participants opportunities to draw 
insights necessary to create new products and services. According to three participants, 
the big data has been aiding them to develop new products at their respective 
companies. Participant 5 explained that; “…we use big data in the business to sort of 
create new products.”  This was supported by Participant 2 who explained that “we can 
present (you know) the customers with new products (Umm) based on what the insights 
(are) that we are getting from the data.” The participants believed that big data provided 
opportunities for their organisations to understand how customers perceive their 
products and services and aid them to develop new products that concur with customer 
needs and demands (Ravichandran, 2017). 
4.7 CATEGORY 5: FINDINGS DESCRIBING CHALLENGES ASSOCIATED WITH 
USING BIG DATA  
The adoption of big data in the telecommunication sector poses challenges for strategic 
communication, therefore strategic communication practitioners should be aware of the 
challenges associated with working with big data to perform strategic communication 
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functions (Wiesenberg et al. 2017). The questions asked in this category focused on 
challenges associated with using big data for strategic communication in the 
telecommunications sector. As stated earlier strategic communication practitioners 
should be in a position to explain both the benefits and the challenges associated with 
using big data for strategic communication purposes. Four themes emerged in this 
category are; data governance and management, inefficient and ancient data 
architecture, heterogeneous data sets, skills shortage and outsourcing. A summary of 
category 5 themes and participants’ responses is presented in Table 4.6 below;  
 
Table 4.6: Category - 5 Challenges associated with using big data 
Themes Participant Responses 
Data governance and 
management 
P3 –“It is (Umm) the first is the new regulation or regulation issues 
around privacy.  
P6 – “…there is a lot of issues around data governance and 
management.” 
P2 – "So (Umm) data governance and data quality are really kind 
of a challenge at this point and time.” 
P5 – “So data privacy is going to be a big deal as well and it 




P4 – .”..another challenge is; I will just call it legacy systems.” 
P6 - “Computing power (Umm) that has been over-used.” 
P3 –"… it is quite a few (Umm) analytic tools that make it easier to 
analyze.” 
P5 – “if nothing changes we will get to a point where we won’t be 
able to carry this information.” 
Heterogeneous data 
sets 
P2 –“So data quality remains an issue (You know) for purposes of 
accelerating the exploitation of data. (Umm) there is a lot of data.” 
P1 – “I think the challenges which data to select is almost 
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becoming a thing of  concern” 
P3 –“I think (Umm) (You know) unstructured data has been a 
challenge for a long time.” 
P5 – “The challenge with big data is that’s there is a lot of it and 
you need to decide what do you do, which of it do you want to 
use.” 
Skills shortage and 
outsourcing  
P4 – "We also dependent on a lot of vendors (Umm) so external 
companies maintain our systems for us and with that, it might 
introduce certain limitations.” 
P5 – "So in our instance, we do not own the call-centre.” 
Source: Field data 
4.7.1 Category 5 - Theme 1: Data governance and management 
According to Wiesenberg et al. (2017), the use of big data for strategic communication 
requires strategic communication practitioners to take into account privacy concerns of 
individual stakeholders whose data is collected. This means telecommunication 
companies should take extensive measures to comply with industry regulations to avoid 
illegal or unethical use of data (Gunther et al. 2017). Majority of the participants 
expressed concern over the strict big data regulations and controls imposed by the 
government and the regulating boards. The participants explained that data governance 
and management issues negatively impacted their full utilisation of big data as 
explained by Participant 6 that “…there is a lot of issues around data governance and 
management.” These sentiments were echoed by Participant 3 who stated that “It’s 
(Umm) the first is the new regulation or regulation issues around privacy.” The 
participants indicated that the model being used to regulate the acquisition, analysis and 
use of big data was making it difficult to extract useful insights from the data. They 
indicated that the regulations in place are strict and limit big data collection and use. 
Therefore participants have to deal with data governance and management challenges 
in the process of realising full value from the big data. These challenges are deeply 
intertwined with data mining, big data analytics, and algorithms. The finding coincides 
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with Gunther et al. (2017) who state that regulations in the telecommunication sector 
are strict and limit data collection and use. 
4.7.2 Category 5 - Theme 2: Inefficient and ancient data architecture  
The findings indicated that the successful use of big data for strategic communication in 
the telecommunication sector was hindered by inefficient and ancient data architecture. 
Two participants expressed these concerns. .”..another challenge is; I will just call it 
legacy systems” explained Participant 4. A similar concern was expressed by 
Participant 6 who stated that “Computing power (Umm) that has been over-used.” In 
this instance, the participants indicated that they were facing a challenge of using 
dilapidated equipment to acquire, process and analyse data. The participants’ 
responses indicated the need for efficient and contemporary data architecture to gain 
real-time insights that can be used to personalise communication with key stakeholders. 
The participants’ responses concur with Gunther et al. (2017) who stated that efficient 
and contemporary big data technology enables companies to create real-time 
intelligence from a large volume of data. 
4.7.3 Category 5 - Theme 3: Heterogeneous data sets 
The findings from the data indicated that the volume and the various types of data 
generated by telecommunication companies are fast becoming a challenge to the useful 
application of the concept in the telecommunication sector. Majority of the participants 
expressed concern over the size and diversity of the data they generate as expressed 
by Participant 1 that “I think the challenge is which data to select is almost becoming a 
thing of concern.” This concern was also expressed by Participant 5 who stated that 
“The challenge with big data is that there is a lot of it and you need to decide what you 
do, which of it do you want to use.” These statement by the participants meant that the 
voluminous amount of data and various sources that strategic communication 
practitioners encounter when performing their daily duties has introduced challenges 
that have affected the use of big data for strategic communication at their respective 
companies. Considering that this study earlier found that participants deal with 
heterogeneous data sets that emerge from various sources, their responses concur with 
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Iyamu (2018) who posit that integration of heterogeneous data is a major challenge in 
the telecommunications sector. 
4.7.4 Category 5 - Theme 4: Skills shortage and outsourcing  
Wiesenberg et al. (2017) argue that strategic communication practitioners need to be 
well equipped with technical skills and knowledge about big data. This study found that 
telecommunication companies are facing skills shortage and outsourcing challenges. 
Outsourcing refers to a business practice in which a telecommunication company 
contracts a third-party to provide communication services. The results indicated that the 
outsourcing of communication functions such as those performed by call-centre to third 
parties has become a challenge as telecommunication companies were failing to gain 
insights from the call-centre data as they have no control over the data produced by the 
call-centre. “So I think where the problem with call-centres is and specifically in our case 
is that sometimes the call-centre and the business is not owned by the same people” 
explained Participant 5. The findings further indicated that there is a lack of technical 
skill on the part of SCPs to deal with the use of big data for strategic communication. “I 
would say there is always a skills shortage” stated Participant 4. The sentiments by 
participants suggest the need for skills and knowledge acquisition on the part of SCPs, 
and in-house performing of all communication functions. This meant acquiring qualified 
personnel and the establishment of in-house call-centres should be prioritised in the 
telecommunication sector.  
4.8 CONCLUSION 
This chapter discussed the findings from the data collected from this qualitative study on 
big data use for strategic communication purposes at selected South African 
telecommunication companies. Complexity theory was used as the meta-theoretical 
framework to study how strategic communication practitioners use big data to perform 
their strategic communication functions. One of the main observations from this chapter 
is that the use of big data for strategic communication in the telecommunication sector 
encompasses various consumer-centric activities which involve strategy 
communication, marketing-sales, customer relationship management activities to 
persuade the targeted audiences to buy or use organisations’ products. However, the 
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findings revealed that there is a limited understanding of both strategic communication 
and big data in the South African telecommunication sector. The participants 
understood strategic communication anchoring their description of the concept as a 
supporting act which aims to support the organisational strategy. On the concept of big 
data the participants predominantly described the concept as large volumes of data. In 
a nutshell, participants in this study were moderately familiar with both strategic 
communication and big data concepts.  
The findings of this study also indicated that apart from facing structural and technical 
challenges some of the challenges experienced by telecommunication companies are a 
result of the incompetence of those working with big data. This study found that there is 
a lack of technical skills to extract insights from the data in the sector. However despite 
finding that the use of big data for strategic communication in the telecommunication 
sector presents various challenges it was also found that big data avail great 
opportunities for telecommunication companies to segment their targeted stakeholders 
to understand them better and personalise communication activities to them. The 
participants also emphasised that the use of big data to perform strategic 
communication duties has given them the leverage to effectively perform situation 
analysis and reach evidence-based decisions. 
The next chapter details how the findings presented in this chapter tie-in with the 











CHAPTER 5: CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
5.1 INTRODUCTION 
The exploration of the use of big data for strategic communication at selected South 
African telecommunication companies presented challenges considering the emergent 
nature of both big data and strategic communication. A critical evaluation of this study 
should assess the contribution this study has made to existing strategic communication 
and big data body of knowledge from a South African context. It entails evaluating the 
extent to which this study introduced the concepts, explored assumptions associated 
with big data, outlined opportunities and potential problems and identified current 
perceptions and their application in the South African telecommunications sector. This 
chapter provides conclusions and recommendations based on the research objectives 
set to explore the understanding of big data, assumptions influencing the adoption of big 
data, the opportunities for using big data for strategic communication and the challenges 
associated with using big data.  
5.2 OVERVIEW OF THE STUDY 
This study primarily aimed to explore the use of big data for strategic communication 
purposes at selected South African telecommunication companies as it is understood 
that the sector is the primary beneficiary of the use of big data and the 
telecommunication executives are treating it as a strategic priority (Walker and Brown, 
2019). The rationale of this study was on three key concepts; strategic communication, 
big data and the telecommunication sector. As such to successfully explore these key 
concepts the research design, population, sampling frame, data collection and handling 
and data analysis followed the qualitative research approach. 
5.3 CONCLUSION OF RESEARCH QUESTIONS 
The conclusions presented in the following sections aim to answer each delineate 
research question in Chapter 1. The discussion involves synthesising the research 
findings to research questions to present conclusions and recommendations that 
resonate with the collected data.  
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5.3.1 Conclusion of the understanding of big data 
The first research question of this study aimed to explore the extent to which strategic 
communication practitioners in the telecommunication sector understand the concept of 
big data. In critiquing how big data is understood it is suggested that a transformed view 
of big data is required. It would appear that participants viewed big data as large 
volumes of data that emerge in various types. Whilst the general understanding of big 
data was available, the understanding of the dimensions that characterise big data was 
missing as SCPs used size as the sole descriptor of the big data. In a nutshell, the 
strategic communication practitioners misappropriated the big data concept.  
Due to the misconception of big data expressed by the research participants, it is 
evident that strategic communication practitioners practising in the telecommunication 
sector are exposed to the big data without full technical knowledge of the concept. It is, 
therefore, possible for them to perform incorrect analysis of the communication situation 
because they are merely focusing on the volume which may lead to feelings over 
inadequacy and inability to optimise the information for strategic communication. The 
misconception of big data may also lead to a misunderstanding of the power of big data 
as they currently do not have the technical ability to derive the maximum benefits from 
big data.  
There are opportunities for strategic communication practitioners to enhance their 
understanding of the big data concept. These opportunities include reading content on 
the topic and under-going professional training on the big data. It is essential for 
strategic communication practitioners to broadly understand and describe the big data 
concept for their knowledge on the concept determines the manner in which they adopt 
it to perform strategic communication functions at their respective companies.  
5.3.2 Conclusion of the assumptions influencing the adoption of big data  
The second research question of this study investigated the assumptions that are 
influencing the adoption of the concept of big data in the telecommunication sector. The 
outcomes of this study indicated that the assumptions influencing the adoption of big 
data to perform strategic communication functions are primarily premised on the desire 
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to gain strategic advantage given the cut-throat competitive nature of the 
telecommunication sector. As such it was concluded that organisational profit-making 
objectives are influencing South African telecommunication companies to adopt big 
data. The assumptions focus on the organisations’ operational activities and not on the 
strategic communication level. As a result, the assumptions seem to be lacking the 
relational-modal approach of strategic communication aimed at collaboration and 
collectivism. There is need for the assumptions influencing the use of big data in the 
South African telecommunication sector to be guided by the postmodernist practices of 
strategic communication where the big data is used to initiate dialogue and build mutual 
relationships. 
5.3.3 Conclusion of the opportunities for using big data for strategic 
communication 
 
The third question of this study was to identify opportunities available for using big data 
for strategic communication in the telecommunication sector. 
The findings discussed in the previous chapter revealed various opportunities for using 
big data to perform strategic communication functions. Table: 5.1 present the 
comparison between the literature findings and the research findings on research 
question 3. The comparison of the findings serves to illustrate both the disparities and 
correlations between the literature and research findings. The research findings to the 
use of big data to a larger extent correlate to the literature findings despite that there are 
some disparities that emerged. 
 
Table 5.1: Comparison of opportunities for using big data for strategic 
communication literature and research findings. 
Literature Findings Research Findings 
Management of diverse 
stakeholders - big data is used to 
manage various   stakeholders 
(Zerfass et al. 2016) 
Segmentation of customers - telecommunication 
companies uses big data to identify and delineate 
sets of stakeholders who will then become targets 
for the companies’ communication activities. 
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Stakeholder micro-targeting - big 
data is adopted to target the right 
people with the right message 
through the right channels 
(Wiesenberg et al. 2017) 
Mediated communication – in the telecommunication 
sector communication activities are facilitated by 
advances in big data, cloud computing, and machine 
learning. 
Management of complex 
interactions – the use of big data 
to analyse conversations that take 
place on all communication 
channels (Holtzhausen and 
Zerfass, 2014) 
Management of complex interactions – 
telecommunication companies use big data to 
manage a nexus of interactions that happens 
between the organisation and its key stakeholders  
Communication measurement 
and evaluation – the use of big 
data to understand whether the 
intended goals were met 
(Wiencierz and Rottger, 2018).  
Churn Analysis – in the telecommunication sector 
big data is used for customer attitudinal and 
behavioural changes analysis to predict their 
possibility of migrating to a rival. 
Decision- big data is used to 
make real-time data-enriched 
decisions (Yang and Kang, 2015). 
Decision-making – telecommunication companies 
combine data insights and deliberate actions to 
make evidence-based decisions. 
Churn Analysis - adopt big data to 
predict the possibility that 
particular subscribers may 
terminate their service (Njenga et 
al. 2012). 
Situation analysis and reporting – telecommunication 
companies use big data  to analyse and report 
communication situations. 
Automated communication –the 
use of big data to perform 
automated responses or 
answering services and 
functionality in voice and message 
New product and services – in the 
telecommunication sector big data is used to draw 




communications (Wiencierz and 
Rottger, 2019). 
Innovation – big data is used to 
create new products and service, 
enhance existing ones, and invent 
entirely new business models 
(McKinsey, 2011). 
 
Source: Field data 
From the comparisons presented in Table 5.1, it is clear that South African 
telecommunication companies have not fully comprehended the opportunities available 
for using big data for strategic communication purposes. While the findings revealed a 
plethora of opportunities for using big data, some opportunities listed by the literature 
are missing in the research findings. In particular, the adoption of big data to perform 
communication measurement and evaluation is missing. This could lead to a lack of 
evidence-based insights to identify if the South African telecommunication companies’ 
communication campaigns or strategies are producing the desired results. There is a 
need for the alignment of strategic communication and big data to support 
communication measurement and evaluation in the South African telecommunication 
sector. The SCPs practising in the South African telecommunication sector could benefit 
more from using big data for measurement and evaluation because knowledge or 
insights gained from communication measurement and evaluation can empower them 
to design and implement communication activities or strategies in a more strategic way. 
5.3.4 Conclusion of challenges associated with using big data 
The fourth and final question of this study aimed to identify challenges associated with 
big data use in the telecommunications sector. The findings that emerged from this 
question included; data governance and management, inefficient and ancient data 
architecture, heterogeneous data sets along with skills shortage and outsourcing.  Table 
5.2 presents a summarised comparison of literature findings and research findings on 
challenges associated with using big data in the telecommunication sector. :  
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Table 5.2: Comparison of challenges associated with using big data in the 
telecommunication sector between literature and research findings 
Literature Findings Research Findings 
Lack of analytical knowledge - not 
familiar with the required big data 
analytics procedure to properly 
analyse data to generate insights 
(Chauhan, Agarwal and Kar, 
2016). 
Data governance and management regulations used 
by telecommunication companies are strict and limit 
big data collection and use in the sector.  
Lack of technical skills –lack of 
essential technical skills to extract 
insights from big data (Wiesenberg 
et al. 2017). 
Inefficient and ancient data architecture used is 
hindering the successful use of big data for strategic 
communication. 
Operational complexity - failing to 
cope with overwhelming volumes 
of messages, channels and 
stakeholders (Ajago et al. 2015).   
Heterogeneous data sets - the diverse data sets that 
emerge from various sources in the 
telecommunication sector are becoming difficult to 
process. 
Storage and computational 
complexity - insufficient space to 
store huge sums of data and 
inability to analyse data in a 
reasonable time frame (Bhadhami 
and Jothimani, 2016). 
Skills shortage and outsourcing – the lack of 
qualified personnel to handle data collection and 
analysis as well as contracting of third-parties to 
provide communication services is causing 
challenges to the successful use of big data for 
strategic communication purposes in the 
telecommunication sector. 
Source: Field work 
The comparisons presented in Table 5.2 reflected a close connection between the 
literature findings and research findings. Based on these findings this study concluded 
that the challenges associated with using big data for strategic communication in the 
South African telecommunication sector are related to organisational, structural and 
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technical characteristics of the concept together with the competencies of the 
communication practitioners. The challenges are a result of the complexities associated 
with strategic communication, big data and the telecommunication sector. 
5.4 RECOMMENDATIONS FOR THE INDUSTRY 
Based on the conclusions made in the previous section, some recommendations can be 
made to enable the South African telecommunication sector to effectively use big data 
for strategic communication purposes. These recommendations are; 
5.4.1 Training and development 
This study recommends that strategic communication practitioners practising in the 
telecommunication sector should be fully equipped with technical skills and knowledge 
on the concept of big data, for them to appreciate the current trends in its application to 
strategic communication. Furthermore, SCPs should be trained to understand the 
concept of strategic communication properly so they can apply the big data 
opportunities in this sector. Also pertinent is the training of strategic communication 
practitioners in analytics software to enhance their understanding of algorithms that 
apply to the strategic communication requirements of their respective organisations. 
Strategic communication practitioners practising in the telecommunication sector are 
also encouraged to enroll for big data specialisation courses to enhance their overall 
understanding of the concept. Further, they should attend big data workshops and 
conferences to familiarise themselves with new trends associated with big data. 
5.4.2 Involvement of communication practitioners in all big data activities 
Considering that big data provides unique opportunities for telecommunication 
companies specifically strategic communication practitioners to generate knowledge for 
society, South African telecommunication companies must ensure that big data 
permeate and form part of the communications strategies used by South African 
telecommunication companies. This means strategic communication practitioners 
should be part of the decision- makers in terms of how big data is acquired, analysed 
and used in their respective organisations. By so doing strategic communication 
practitioners will be able to interpret the data from a strategic communication 
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perspective and enhance their capacity to use big data to effectively perform their 
strategic communication functions. 
5.4.3 Allocation of resources 
Both human and structural concerns were raised in this study. It is therefore 
recommended that South African telecommunication companies should allocate 
adequate resources to support their big data efforts in terms of acquiring skilled 
personnel and acquisition of new big data architecture to collect data efficiently. The big 
data architecture must be implemented in-house with standard open-source 
technologies and programming languages to reduce cost and increase privacy.  The 
strategic allocation of adequate resources will enhance SCPs’ ability to analyse data for 
more meaningful insights into the prevailing communication situation.  
5.5 LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY  
Despite that this study intended to explore the use of big data for strategic 
communication purposes at selected South African telecommunication companies, 
various limitations that were beyond the researcher’s control were encountered. These 
limitations are discussed next. 
Since both strategic communication and big data are emerging concepts, the 
researcher accessed limited literature on big data use for strategic communication in the 
South African telecommunication sector. The emergent nature of the concepts 
presented uncertainty on what constituted big data and strategic communication from a 
telecommunication perspective. The literature lacked generally accepted definitions of 
the concepts. Hence the synthesis of international literature with local user experience 
to provide suitable definitions for strategic communication and big data from a South 
African telecommunication perspective.   
Another limitation encountered by this study was that of sampling. It was difficult for this 
study to find knowledgeable people to participate in the interviews due to the emerging 
status of big data in strategic communication in the South African telecommunication 
sector. This was also exacerbated by the outbreak of COVID-19 pandemic which forced 
SCPs to work remotely. To recruit a suitable sample this study used social media and 
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PR and Advertising agency. The PR and Advertising agency based in Gauteng had 
telecommunication companies as their clients which made it easy for them to identify 
the suitable professionals. Social media sites such as Facebook, Twitter and LinkedIn 
were used to recruit participants. The social media sites and the PR and Advertising 
agency enabled this study to recruit two participants who were then asked to provide 
other participants who met the selection criteria. Through snowball sampling six senior 
strategic communication practitioners were recruited to take part in this study.  
While the small sample adopted by this study did not in qualitative research represent 
strategic communication practitioners in the South African telecommunication sector, 
this study was focused and relevant to the context even though it cannot be 
generalised. In spite of the small sample the researcher ensured that the study adhered 
to the quality requirements for a good study. It can be stated at this juncture that the 
small sample size of six participants was appropriate for the study to reach saturation. 
5.6 RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH 
The limited understanding of the big data revealed in this study is a cause for both 
concern and hope. Future research studies must explore aspects of big data value 
creation. These studies should seek answers to pertinent questions such as; To what 
extent has the use of big data for strategic communication purposes changed the way 
the communication function contributes to the overall success of the South African 
telecommunication sector?. Put simply, these studies should explore the use of big data 
for evaluation and measurement purposes. In addition, future studies should explore to 
what extent do South African telecommunication companies that use big data for 
strategic communication purposes establish their key performance indicators? How 
does the use of big data for strategic communication purposes affect the performance of 
communication departments in the South African telecommunication sector?  
The results of this study revealed both opportunities and challenges associated with 
using big data to perform strategic communication in the South African 
telecommunication sector. The strategic communication practitioners interviewed by this 
study presented their views of both strategic communication and big data concepts 
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introducing various opportunities for future development and to realise the benefits of 
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APPENDIX A: INFORMED CONSENT AND INTERVIEW SCHEDULE   
Informed Consent Form  
     
PROJECT TITLE: To Explore Big Data Use for Strategic Communication at selected South 
African Telecommunication Companies. 
 
RESEARCHER NAME:  Francis Zuze 
 
This invitation letter and informed consent form may contain some words that are unfamiliar 
to you. Please ask questions about anything you do not understand or anything you want to 
learn more about. 
 
You may take home an unsigned copy of this consent form to think about or discuss with 
family or friends before making a decision. 
 
Once you understand, and if you agree to take part, you will be asked to sign your name or 
make your mark on this form. You will be offered a copy to keep. 
 
INTRODUCTION  
Hello, my name is Francis Zuze. I am a student at the University of Johannesburg. I would like 
to invite you to take part in this study. I am conducting this research for my MA in Strategic 
Communication degree. I have selected you to participate in this study because of your 
experience working in the telecommunication sector as a communication professional.  
 
YOUR PARTICIPATION IS VOLUNTARY  
Before you decide whether to be in this study, I would like to explain the purpose, the risks and 
benefits, what is expected of you and what you can expect from me. 
 
It is up to you whether or not you join the study. 
 
You may choose to leave this study at any time. 
 
AIM OF THE STUDY  




If you agree to participate in this research study, you will be asked to engage in a face-to-face 
interview with the researcher where the researcher will ask you questions on your experience 
and challenges on the use of big data for strategic communication in the telecommunication 
sector in South Africa. These questions will take a semi-structured format so that you would 
freely engage and express yourself on what the researcher will ask you. However, the 
researcher will ask you follow up questions in order to gain clarity on some things that you 
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would say during the interview. There will be only one interview session which will be 30- 45 
minutes long.  There is no right or wrong answer. You are advised that the interviews will be 
recorded using an electronic recorder and confidentiality will be ensured by storing the interview 
recording in a password protected computer. 
What are my rights as a participant? 
Your participation is voluntary. You are free to decide if you want to take part in the research. 
You can refuse to participate, or stop at any time without giving any reason. 
 
Are there any risks or discomforts involved in interviews?  
Due to the nature of this study, there may be possible worries that you may experience during 
the interview. You may experience some changes that are not consistent with how you think 
about your life and your emotions (e.g. stressed, guilt, or embarrassment). Should this happen, 
the researcher will ask for consent to continue or stop the interview. 
 
Are there any benefits? 
Taking part in this study would help you; 
• Understand assumptions that are influencing the adoption of the concept of big data in 
the telecommunications sector.  
• Identify strategic communication opportunities and challenges associated with big data 
use in the telecommunications sector. 
 
Is there any cost to me taking part in the interview?  
You won’t incur any cost by participating in this study. All interviews will be conducted  at the 
interviewee’s place of work.  
 
Will I be paid? 
There will be no payment or reimbursement for taking part in this study. Participation is purely 
voluntary. 
 
Will what I tell you remain confidential?   
• Your details in this study will remain anonymous. I will not publish any information about 
your identity in this study. 
• All of your information recorded during the interview will remain confidential and will only 
be accessed using a password. Only you, my supervisor and myself will have access to 
the recording. The report of this research will not include any information about your 
identity. You are allowed to approve and review the final report of this study on anything 
that has something to do with you before it is published.  
 
ETHICAL APPROVAL 
This study proposal has been submitted to the University of Johannesburg Research Ethics 
Committee. 
 
PROBLEMS OR QUESTIONS  
If you ever have any questions about this study, you can contact: 
 
Researcher contact details: 083 959 6692/067 077 5529 








• Self-introduction (Interviewer) 
• Self-introduction (Interviewee) 
• Consent to record (interviewer) 
• Aim of the study: 
To explore big data use for strategic communication at selected South African 
telecommunication companies.  
1. Background Information 
• Could you please describe your company and its primary functions.  
• What is your job title and for how long have you been working for this company? 
• What is your understanding of the concept of strategic communication?  
• What is your understanding of the concept of big data? 
2. Big Data use in the telecommunication sector 
• Could you please tell me how you (if you do) in your role use big data to address 
strategic communication issues. 
• How does your company as a whole use big data from a strategic communication 
perspective? 
• Could you please explain the various sources of data that you encounter when 
performing your day-to-day duties. 
• To what extend does your department integrates data from various sources to gain 
insights?  
• Why is it important for your company to use big data to perform its strategic 
communication activities?  
• How do you ensure that big data get to the front-line users? Probe: call centre 
personnel. 
• Do you have the intermediary role after getting the data? Probe: Do you advise the 
executive on the outcomes of the collected data. 





3. Big Data – Benefits 
• What do you think are the benefits of using big data for strategic communication 
purposes in the telecommunication sector? Probe – management of diverse 
stakeholders, stakeholder micro-targeting, management of complex interactions, 
communication measurement and evaluation, and decision-making.  
• In what ways has your company benefitted from using big data to support its strategic 
communication activities? Probe: how they measure the success of your big data 
activities.  
4. Big Data Analysis 
• How do you analyse big data in your company? Probe – predictive, prescriptive and 
descriptive, text, video, social media analytics 
• What big data analysis tools does your company use? Probe – Hadoop. Apache, R-
language and others 
5. Initiatives taken to fully utilise big data 
• What initiatives is your company taking to enhance its use of big data? 
• What do you see as the future of big data in the telecommunication sector, more 
precisely the future of big data in your company? 
6. Big Data – Challenges 
• If you can, could you please talk about challenges that your company is facing with 
regards to using big data for strategic communication purposes? Probe- analytical 
knowledge, technical skills, operational, storage and computational challenges.  
• In closing, do you have something related to the topic that you would like to add before 









APPENDIX B: TRANSCRIPTION EXAMPLE (CONFIDENTIAL) 
Interview 5 Transcript 
FZ: Good morning. Thank you for allowing me to interview you for my study. 
Dumisani: You are welcome. 
FZ: Could I please take this opportunity to ask for your permission to record this interview so 
that I will be able to transcript it later. 
Dumisani: Sure no problem, please go ahead.  
FZ: So,  my first question is; could you please describe your company and its primary functions? 
_00:26_…So (Umm) I work for a company called Organisation 1 which is a telecommunications 
and ICT (Umm) company so basically it connects what we call connects people. 
_00:39_..(Umm) so we offer telephony services so the basic telephone that if you remember (I 
don’t know how old you are) but the old telephone that you have to pick up and dial a number  
(Umm) at home. We delivery that kind of telephone all the way to (Umm) IP telephony (Internet 
Protocol telephony), data connections, B2B connections. (Umm) so we work across consumer 
enterprises and small businesses as well. So we service those markets in terms of 
communications and connectivity. 
What is your job title and for how long have you been working for this company? 
I am the Executive Group Communications and I have there for just over a year and about 4 
months I think now.  
What is your understanding of the concept of strategic communication?  
_01:39_….So, strategic communication is really about or at least in my understanding, it’s about 
how you communicate the business strategy. So not necessary the communication itself but 
how do you make the strategic direction of the business known to others. _02:09_..So strategic 
communication would be about how do you then package that information to tell people about 
what the company’s (Umm) vision and strategy is. That’s my understanding. 
What is your understanding of the concept of big data? 
_02:36_…..(Umm)..Currently big data is about (Umm) in this era that we are in there is a lot of 
machines and (Umm) Things that are speaking to each other and all those things give you a lot 
information and that information is just called big data. So there is a lot of information that 
comes from a lot of devices _02:48_ (Umm) a lot of things are connected now. So big data for 





Could you please tell me how you (if you do) in your role use big data to address 
strategic communication issues.  
_03:20_..(Sure) (Umm) so in my role one of the ways we use the big data is to (Umm) this is 
obviously through surveys and through listening to what we (Umm) _03:36_ .. we call it social 
listen traditional communication people do is news, news (Umm) clipping and those sort of 
things. So what we do is we extract whatever information we get from people who follows us, 
talk about us whether it’s in the mainstream media or whether it’s social media and kind of 
follow those things and see what is it that people are either happy about or happy about what is 
it that they are struggling with and how does then business respond to those challenges that our 
customers are posing to us. So we use big data in that sense. So if I could give you an example; 
customer complains (You know), they don’t necessarily complain on your channel but they may 
complain in their own (Umm) circles or groups on Facebook, Twitter whatever it is. _04: 
39_..We collect that sort of data and say OK there is a pattern in this, customers are unhappy 
with  brittle connections, they are unhappy with the call-centre agent that’s the information we 
extract and then inform the business (Umm) accordingly interms what are people saying about 
the business and what are the things we need to fix.  
How does your company as a whole use big data from a strategic communication 
perspective? 
So, Like I said there is many inputs. _05:11_..We have marketing intelligence department that 
looks at user (Umm) satisfaction. So before we put a product in the market we will have a focus 
group that looks at (Umm) what is this product , how am I going use it, and then they use that 
information to either give the product development guys insights and say look based on the data 
we have received from the people we interviewed. _05:35_This is what good about this, this is 
what doesn’t work for them. Are you able to fix it or maybe thing is perfect or whatever the 
cause is. So that’s how we use data in the business to sort of create new products as well.   
Could you please explain the various sources of data that you encounter when 
performing your day-to-day duties. 
(Umm) I guess the most frequently one that I use a company called (Umm) _06:20_. (When you 
need them you forget the name) (Umm) I have forgotten the name but anywhere basically what 
I do I get a dashboard every day that kind of gives me a sense of what’s happening in my 
space, who is saying what, what kind of topics are trending (Umm) in the telecommunication 
space, so that sort of how we use that data. I get my source of data. _06:55_..I basically use 
this one portal that we put in all things we want to follow and then it brings out the information 
that you are looking for it could be regulatory affairs, it could be a strike, it could be whatever if 
that’s what I am interested in, it will give me that information where my company is involved with 




To what extend does your department integrates data from various sources to gain 
insights? 
_07:35_….Absolutely, (I mean) that (Umm) the cornerstone that you cannot be dependent on 
one source data. So the previous tool that I was telling you about is BrandsEye. _07:47_..So 
basically what they do is they listen to what people  are saying based on the criteria we have 
given them and the beauty about it is that it’s not just a robot picking up story you also have real 
people sitting behind a computer understanding when this person says this product is sick or 
whatever they may mean the product is really good and the computer may see it as negative 
thing. _08:11_So the beauty what that tool gives us is that you have real people that vet the 
content and then you have a computer that obviously draws the data from everywhere (Umm) to 
simplify what you seat the end of the day.(Umm) but yes from that one tool you can get data 
from many sources that (Umm) have a digital presence basically. So if you name pops up 
anywhere there is a digital presence it will pick it up.  
Why is it important for your company to use big data to perform its strategic 
communication activities? 
So, I guess it’s really about what the data tells you. It’s what are you actually trying to solve. So 
it helps you get to where you want, what you want to solve quicker. (Umm) sometimes we 
create plans or sort of things but (You know) actually it’s all based on your own perception and 
from your own point of view. _09:35_But what the data gives us it validates either what you are 
saying or it could say you are way off. So the data helps to actually create solutions that people 
are looking for (Umm)-09:56_ and create products and whatever communication piece that you 
end creating whether it’s a poster, whether it’s an email it will be (Umm) informed by what your 
data say. If my data says that my people prefer to get content online what’s the point of doing a 
poster because that what you were taught that you have to make posters. Maybe posters are 
outdated. _10:17_So it’s always important to use that data to then validate the solutions that you 
have put in place.  
How do you ensure that big data get to the front-line users? Probe; call-centre personnel 
_11:28_So I guess (I mean) even from myself working for Organisation 1 I still get people from 
Organisation 1 calling me offering me products and services which I find weird because I am a 
target for the type of products. They will always call me I guess I always ask myself as well like 
dude can’t you see that I work for the company as well. But not always. So I think where is the 
problem with call-centres and specifically in our case is that sometimes the call-centre and the 
business are not owned by the same people._12:00_ So in our instance we don’t own the call-
centre. Its owned by third party. _12:10_So our databases are not necessarily in sync (Umm) 
that’s why you may find (Umm) that you get a call from the same company by two people 
because it didn’t tell you that well somebody from Durban actually called this person when 
somebody else from Capetown call you again later. (Umm) So I guess that’s where the problem 
lies. _12:35_But in general (Umm) data in itself, big data in itself is useless if it can’t made 
consumable and people can’t actually understand it. _12:50_ So what would ordinarily happen 
is that (Umm) we have training sessions with call-agents in terms of what is it coming in.  We 
have these things that we call channel briefings so if there is a change in our T&Cs, if there is a 
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change in a product  (Umm) anything that changes we use those platforms to talk to them so it’s 
either an email that they just read or you have a physical demo of what you need to do from a  
trainer so to speak (Umm) whether its products or services again, so customer services sort of 
thing. We have multiple channels that we use to try get as much information to the call-centre 
agent in this case as possible. _13:40_Probed: so can we say that it will be better if we own 
the call-centre personnel within the company rather than out-sourcing them from third 
parties?  
I think it will make a difference in terms of the systems you use. Yes. It will probably align 
(Umm) those much better because then everybody integrates into one system. There is one 
version of information. _14:16-So if we export a customer base today it maybe significantly 
different tomorrow because you have signed up another 100k people over night, type of thing. 
So I think that’s where the lack may happen that you get a call but actually you just bought the 
service 2 days ago but because the call-centre doesn’t have that update that this person has 
already purchased. It may take another day or two to get to their system. _14:38_So I would say 
yes in that case somebody that or you might want to have an internal resource so that you can 
but again you have issues of cost management as well because call-centres are very very 
expensive things to run and it’s not your core business. _14:58_Your core business is 
connectivity, its supplying the connectivity; fibre, the mobile network. That’s your core business 
not really the call-centre running. _15:16_That’s why you have that dilemma between do I keep 
this as a core function or do I out-source it depending on where you want to put your resources 
again.  
Do you have the intermediary role after getting the data? Probed: Do you advise the 
executive on the outcomes of the collected data? 
_15:48_Alright, so like I said in Telkom specifically we have activations called Marketing 
Intelligence. So on quarterly basis we have, before Covid but we also do it online now. We 
would have then auditorium session where they will say over the 3 months this is how we 
performed, this is what we have learnt, this is how the competition is fairing on this metric as 
compared to us and where are we and that continue. _16:44_So, yes, we do and that 
information then filters to management and to the relevant people who work on different parts of 
business to then either make changes , additions whatever they need to do but that sort of 
interaction is there. Yes.  
Are senior decision makers using big data for decision making? Probed the reasons? 
_16:55_Absolutely.(Probe: what are the reasons) _17:00_ (Umm). Yes. I think one of the 
biggest reason is that what it does gives you is that you get diverse inputs to your decision-
making. It’s not just based on like I said earlier on your own perspective. It gives you a bigger 
views of…It’s like if you have to make a choice around (Umm) do I give people bigger bundles 
on WhatsApp or do I give people bigger minutes on making calls. If you look at the data and the 
data tells you that people prefer to do their communication on WhatsApp, why would you offer 
me 1000mins on my sim card when I would rather have 2G of data on my WhatsApp.so those 
sort of that kind of (Umm) _18:05_ insights that you get in this kind of big data sets it’s that gives 
you information you can then tailor your response to whatever it is whether it’s even just 
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launching a mental awareness campaign thing. _18:26_It’s do people want to talk about it, if 
there is a problem how do you know there is a problem, what is the problem that they are trying 
to solve. So data helps with that sort of decisions (You know) making those sort of decisions. So 
I would say in that case those are some of the reason why we have used it to help making 
decisions.  
What do you think are the benefits of using big data for strategic communication 
purposes in the telecommunication sector 
Strategic communication is almost crucial its I suppose , the difference between giving people 
what they are looking for and just telling them what you want. I think people respond better if 
they feel like you understand what is it they looking for. 19:11_So from a strategic 
communication point of view its valuable information that we then use to direct what the 
business should be doing and be talking about (Umm) to make sure that we get the desired 
outcomes for both the b business and the customer. 
In what ways has your company benefitted from using big data to support strategic 
communication activities? 
_19:38_I (Sighs) guess it’s really the idea being able to get as much information as possible 
without having… and before big data suppose always been there but you have to find it, you 
have to go and send out a crew of people to walk door to door and/or to a conference and that 
sort of things to get this information but these days it (technology) allows you to or you can get 
information far more quicker and it comes from many sources. _20:17_ So while the traditional 
survey is great (Umm) (You know) putting a poll quickly on Twitter will give you as much detail 
as you need or  not. So it will tell me that’s where the difficult is and it helps to be able to then 
make those calls. But big data has always been there it’s just that now it’s far more accessible 
than it used to and far more Things are giving information that we couldn’t see before.  
How do you analyse big data at your company? Probed Like what is the process of 
analysing data when you collect it to a point when you say we have insights that we can 
use to meet our organisational goals. 
_21:19_(Umm) so (I mean) generally it’s a theoretic process of (Umm) (You know), First collect 
the data and you kind of break it into the different (Umm) and then categories of information you 
want to display (Umm) and then (Umm) (You know) at that point you can either decide what’s 
immersion is best suited for this part of business. (Umm) there are obviously there are people 
who get the full set of results. _21:56_(Umm) basically, (I mean) we have data scientists now 
that are in the business that consistently are building models (Umm) that looks at the oldest 
information we get and build dashboards to run almost (Umm) call it data-lakes for everything  
that we do. The amount of kilometres, the drivers are doing, the amount of cables that’s out 
there, the amount of data that’s moving through our systems, the amount of downloads. 
_22:42_So there is data everywhere. It’s just if you as the end-users what do you want out of it. 
So (I mean) in my space I deal a lot with technical type of journalists and those sort of guys and 
under most circumstances (You know) I can find that kind of information within 24 hours if they 
ask me, so how many kilometres of fibre do you guys have around the country. Within a few 
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hours somebody can tell me how many kilometres of fibre we laid on top of what we have 
already reported for instance. _23:15_So it’s about data around us, it’s just (You know) putting it 
together and collecting it and making it available to whoever wants to filter through whatever is 
out there.  
What big data analysis tools does your company use? Clarified; specific data analytics 
tools used to analyse data in the company. 
_24:10_Ok. So from an enterprise or Cloud based side of things we use Microsoft Cloud. I want 
to just get the actual name of the products (Umm) _24:20_but the one I have told you about 
BrandsEye that’s what we use in communications. (Yah) BrandsEye that the one that does the 
social listening. There is obviously Meltwater and those and similar to that but we don’t use 
Meltwater and then we use Power BI. So Power BI is our analytics tool.  
What initiatives is your company taking to enhance its use of big data?  
So I guess there is a lot of education to be done internally because big data doesn’t come 
naturally to everyone. It’s not everyone uses big data the same. They know they want 
information but (You know) they don’t know where to find it. _25:32_So I guess it’s an issue of 
having the right tools like Power BI (not everyone is on Power BI by the way). But it’s making 
sure that people who do work with this kind of information they have access to the right tools, 
access to the right training, access to the right skills. _25:46_(Umm) so in our case we have a 
whole  (Umm) analysts I spoke about that do this kind of work (Umm) so that other people can 
still continue with their work but they still get the benefits of information that is out there. (Umm) 
so basically I guess what the business is doing is that they are getting the right skills to be able 
to advise the business accordingly in terms of the data that’s out there and how do we then 
analyse that , how do we make it into (Umm) information that is usable. _26:26_(You know) big 
data in itself it’s not useful it it’s not analysed and categorised properly (Umm). So that’s I guess 
what the business is doing that making sure there are the people with the right skills to take 
advantage of this information.  
What do you see as the future of big data in the telecommunications sector, more 
precisely the future of big data in your company? 
_26:58_(Cheese) it’s everything. It’s the way to go. So if 4IR is anything (Umm) to be to go on is 
that data will be what separates (Umm) every business basically and not only in the 
telecommunications (Umm) but the thing with telecommunications is that you are the provider of 
that connectivity that information. So in everything you put down you have sensors everywhere. 
_27:30_So telecommunications companies are actually becoming far more important than they 
used to be in terms of customer behaviour, customer patterns that can be used in any other 
industry as well whether it’s automotive whether it’s retail. (Umm) given that a lot with COVID a 
lot more things happen online and that masses of data flow through our combined networks that 
we have. It’s immensely (Umm) valuable. _28:16_So I think going forward (You know) 
telecommunication companies have gonna play an important role in many companies and the 
direction they are going themselves. They will need a lot more what telecommunications (Umm) 
companies have to offer (You know) beyond just the basic make a phone call, get off to the 
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internet. (Umm) So (Yah) (I mean) if you consider 5G as the next level, the first adopters will 
obviously be the telecommunication companies and that only opens up a lot more of things to 
be added on to the world of connectivity and information flow. _29:51_So information will be “the 
thing” that telecommunication companies will be selling and data, that’s it anything else will not 
exist.  
If you can, could you please talk about the challenges that your company is facing with 
regards to using big data for strategic communication purposes? 
_29:26_(Umm) I guess, the challenge with big data is that’s there is a lot of it and you need to 
decide what do you do, which of it do you want to use. So information is no longer a constraint, 
it’s more about what do you then do with that information that you have and are you going to 
react to everything that’s out there. _29:56_So I guess from a communication point of view it’s 
understanding where the business is trying to go and also then tap into the information that is 
out there and data that is out there to say OK given this information are we going in the right 
direction and what of these data can I use to strengthen the business trajectory rather than 
otherwise can’t respond to everything that’s out there. So you have to be far more descending 
about what information you take. _30:29_So I guess the challenge is just can you go through all 
this information that’s out there, can you use it for your own. 
In closing, do you have something related to the topic that you would like to add before 
we close the interview? 
_30:55_(Umm) No, but I mean I guess now it’s big data is for me the big data (Umm) is next 
thing people are talking about because there is the ability to actually compute the information. 
Initially, we had this information but we couldn’t (Umm) use it. _31:17_ I guess now it is about 
who can give me the most  (Umm) insights out of all the information out there and I think there is 
a lot of companies now that are coming up as data specialist (You know) and buying data from 
other companies. _31:38_(You know) before retailers used to buy people (You know) name lists 
and those sort of things, now it’s happening on a wider scale that all our lives are online and we 
give off a lot of information as we engage. _31:55_So (yah) big data is the thing to look at for I 
guess going forward but obviously supported by the right technology, the right skills, and the 
right people to do the work. 
Probed: can we safely say that telecommunications sector is ready for the big data 
phenomenon? 
_32:16_(Umm) safely a Yes and No, (Umm) and obviously there is constrain in the 
telecommunication is the spectrum and probably would have seen that debate going on. So 
spectrum is the thing that allows us to carry as much data as required and that’s big constraint. 
If you don’t have the bandwidth to carry that information but for now we are OK, _32:42_but if 
nothing changes we will get to a point where we won’t be able to carry this information. (Umm)n 
but yes, we are geared towards a data led society, in fact Organisation 1 is a data led business. 
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That’s the bet we have taken that people would be living off data, now I’m talking of the stuff we 
sell (Umm) but obviously if you start sharing a whole lot more data that people use to make 
decisions and sell people things on. _33:32_ But we think the world is going towards the 
commodity that is called data.  
Probed: Privacy of customer information 
_33:35_No, no, no (I mean) we obviously follow the POP act to the later. _33:50_The only 
challenge that you have probably going forward with this is cybercrime. That’s where everyone 
needs to strengthen and you would have seen a lot of companies that has been hacked in the 
last couple of weeks, just now recently. _34:40_ So that’s were most companies need to sort 
the data, the security of the data, all systems that they own because everyone knows that there 
is valuable stuff sitting somewhere on a Cloud and if they can get their hands (You know), so 
data privacy is going to be a big deal as well and it should be and it is currently. 
FZ:  _35:16-Dumisani, Thank you so much for your time. It was a pleasure interviewing you. 
Dumisani:  _35:28_ It was nice speaking to you Francis. I trust our conversation will help you 


















APPENDIX C: DATA SHEET EXAMPLE 
Data sheet 5: 
RQ 1: What is your understanding of the concept of strategic communication?  
P1 P2 P3 P4 P5 P6 
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communicatio
n is (Umm), I 
guess as with 
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Data sheet 2 
RQ 2: What is your understanding of the concept of big data? 
 
P1 P2 P3 P4 P5 P6 
So (Eeh) big 
data is (Eeh) 
related, (in my 
mind),  to the 
Internet of 
Things (IOTs), 
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APPENDIX D: THEMATIC CONTENT ANALYSIS -DATA EXTRACT CODES  
 
 Purposeful communication Sub-Theme 
Code 
Definition  
1 communicating with the intent of achieving some 
sort of strategic objective 
PC Purposeful Communication 
2 it’s about how you communicate the business 
strategy 
PC Purposeful Communication  
3 how do you make the strategic direction of the 
business known to others 
PC Purposeful Communication 
4 information to tell people about the company’s 
vision and strategy 
PC Purposeful Communication 
5 using various forms of communications in a 
strategic way  
PC Purposeful Communication 
 





1 messages to basically influence the customers to 
engage more and buy our services. 
MSCRM Marketing-sales and Customer 
Relationship Management (CRM) 
2 a way you communicate with customers or 
different types of customers 
MSCRM Marketing-sales and Customer 
Relationship Management (CRM) 
4 messages with the intent of sending it at the 
right time with the right offer to a specific 
customer group 
MSCRM Marketing-sales and Customer 
Relationship Management (CRM) 
 
 Large volume of data Sub-Theme 
Code 
Definition 
1 large amounts of available data LVD Large volume of data 
2 well known for its volume LVD Large volume of data 
3 large collection of data LVD Large volume of data 
4 a lot of information  LVD Large volume of data 
5 very large sets of data LVD Large volume of data 
 
 Various types of data Sub-Theme 
Code 
Definition 
1 structured data and unstructured data VTD Various types of data 
2 different types of data sets. VTD Various types of data 




 Individualised or targeted communication Sub-Theme 
Code 
Definition 
1 reaching the right people, with the right 
message 
ITC Individualised or targeted 
communication 
2 It’s well informed and targeted message ITC Individualised or targeted 
communication 
3 more targeted communication ITC Individualised or targeted 
communication 
4 to customize our communication and interaction 
with them 
ITC Individualised or targeted 
communication 
5 getting communications based on their persona.   ITC Individualised or targeted 
communication 
 
 A better understanding of stakeholders Sub-Theme 
Code 
Definition 
definitely a better understanding of all 
stakeholder 
BUS A better understanding of 
stakeholders 
1 look at a particular customer (You know) 
hundreds of different elements 
BUS A better understanding of 
stakeholders 
2 try and understand what the customer may 
want to see or hear 
BUS A better understanding of 
stakeholders 
3 to understand how they interact with us wholly 
as an organization 
BUS A better understanding of 
stakeholders 
4 inform the business (Umm) accordingly in-terms 
of what people are saying 
BUS A better understanding of 
stakeholders 
 
 Data-informed decisions Sub-Theme 
Code 
Data-informed decisions 
1 more data means you can derive more insights DID Data Informed Decision 
2 can work whatever my decision is, based on 
insights, better insights 
DID Data Informed Decision 
3 get diverse inputs to your (our) decision-making DID Data Informed Decision 
4 big data is being leveraged to make strategic 
decisions 
DID Data Informed Decision 
 critical information at that decision-making 
point 
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